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ABSTRACT 
 
Under the recent shadow of the Civil War and the failures of Reconstruction, popular 
writers mocked the national naiveté that led to major distortions in the American cultural 
self-image. In this dissertation, I study the socially and politically motivated satire of the era 
between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of the First World War. For too long, 
scholarship in this area has focused almost exclusively on three major satirists and social 
critics from the Gilded Age: Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Mark Twain. Though I do 
include some of Mark Twain’s lesser-known later writing as a lens through which to re-
examine what is arguably the greatest work of American satire, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
the main objective here is to interrogate lesser-known works by other authors of the period, 
famous as well as relatively unknown. My dissertation aims to uncover neglected works by 
more famous authors like William Dean Howells and Charlotte Perkins Gilman; to refresh 
our thinking about writers such as Charles Chesnutt, Finley Peter Dunne, and Edward 
Bellamy; and to reveal the satirical depths of overlooked figures like Marietta Holley and 
Mary E. Bradley Lane. Given the parallels between the Confident Years and the United 
States in the early twenty-first century, in-depth review of the satire of the earlier period 
seems not only timely but vital. 
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Introduction 
Imagine a nation just healing from the wounds of a war that lasted decades, still trying to 
figure out its identity on the world stage in the face of staggering changes. At one point, the 
president was a popular and populist hero, symbolic of the progressive ideals of the country. 
Unfortunately, that legacy was soon tarnished by reckless warmongers and greedy capitalists, 
and the gulf between the rich and the poor in the United States widened ever more 
staggeringly. Americans that were neither white, Protestant, nor male faced a series of 
challenging obstacles in obtaining even the most basic civil rights, and immigrants of all 
stripes were faced with nativist taunts and threats. Religious fanatics threatened to limit what 
children learned at public schools, and imperialist fervor grew within the federal government 
and military. Throughout most of this era, satire flourished, as there was no shortage of 
political outrage among the thinkers of the day. At a certain point, however, the situation 
grew so bleak that it just wasn’t funny anymore.  
 This description could easily fit America in 2018. Yet in this case it applies to what 
Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner dubbed “the Gilded Age,” in figurative allusion to 
the thin veneer of gold and the specter of shallow value that masked serious social problems. 
Twain’s Gilded Age was marked by rapid economic and technological change, the 
domination of the corporate profit motive, and a drastic gulf between living and working 
conditions for the rich and the poor.  During this time, “capitalism threatened to eclipse 
American democracy,” as many feel it fully has today.1 The rich, exemplified by Cornelius 
Vanderbilt, felt it to be inevitable. As Vanderbilt famously declared: What do I care about 
the law? Hain’t I got the power?”2 Henry Adams observed during the Gilded Age that 
“under the American form of society, there is now no authority capable of effective 
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resistance” against the corporate giants.3  A recent PBS episode of American Experience 
focused on the era, highlighting its comparisons to the nation in 2018: extreme income 
inequality, intense racial tension, fierce agitation for women’s rights, and hostility towards 
immigration all are hallmarks of the Gilded Age as much as now. One historian, in trying to 
describe the rapid pace of change in America after the Civil War, said that it was like “going 
to bed in one country and waking up in another.”4 Both periods saw the nation divided into 
two countries, with the rich and powerful pitted against the poor and marginalized.  
 
The Confident Years, 1875-1915 
In his award-winning study of the period, T.J. Jackson Lears connects the political with the 
personal, arguing that the Confident Years were marked by “a widespread yearning for 
regeneration,” a national desire to be reborn after the horrors of the Civil War.5 Between 
that atmosphere and the American faith in progress, the Gilded Age also became known as 
the Confident Years. Van Wyck Brooks coined the phrase, emphasizing a national faith in 
progress: “This had always been the American wager…that nothing could be lost and much 
was to be gained if, considering which held the greater value, one placed one’s bet on the 
faith rather than the doubt?”6 As Mark Twain described: “It is a time when one’s spirit is 
subdued and sad, one knows not why; when the past seems a storm-swept desolation, life a 
vanity and a burden, and the future but a way to death.”7 Many American authors, 
disappointed by the “American wager,” felt the need to balance their idealism with a healthy 
dose of skepticism. Despite the optimism of the Confident Years, they chose to poke holes 
in the fabric of the mythos of American innocence, arguing that it was more naiveté than 
virtue.  
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Under the recent shadow of the Civil War and the failures of Reconstruction, 
popular writers mocked the national naiveté that led to major distortions in the American 
cultural self-image. In this dissertation, I study the socially and politically motivated satire of 
the era between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of the First World War. For too 
long, scholarship in this area has focused almost exclusively on three major satirists and 
social critics from the Gilded Age: Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Mark Twain. Though I 
do include some of Mark Twain’s lesser-known later writing as a lens through which to re-
examine what is arguably the greatest work of American satire, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
the main objective here is to interrogate lesser-known works by other authors of the period, 
famous as well as relatively unknown. My dissertation aims to uncover neglected works by 
more famous authors like William Dean Howells and Charlotte Perkins Gilman; to refresh 
our thinking about writers such as Charles Chesnutt, Finley Peter Dunne, and Edward 
Bellamy; and to reveal the satirical depths of overlooked figures like Marietta Holley and 
Mary E. Bradley Lane. Given the parallels between the Confident Years and the United 
States in the early twenty-first century, in-depth review of the satire of the earlier period 
seems not only timely but vital.  
With my dissertation, I argue that satire is the key to understanding the tropes of 
American innocence that post-Civil-War authors utilized to mock the ideal of the American 
Adam.8 By, in essence, “winking” at specific tropes of innocence that were popular at the 
turn of the century, these satirists both condemned the prevailing myth of the American 
Adam while maintaining an optimism usually associated with an exceptionalist outlook. 
Coined by R.W.B. Lewis in 1955, the American Adam myth “saw life and history as just 
beginning. It described the world as starting up again under fresh initiative, in a divinely 
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granted second chance for the human race, after the first chance had been so disastrously 
fumbled in the darkening Old World.” The hero of that new world aligned himself with the 
Biblical Adam before the fall: “His moral position was prior to experience, and in his very 
newness his was fundamentally innocent.”9 
Etymologically, the word “innocence” has a checkered past. Its original form, from 
the Latin “nocere,” “innocencia” means “not harmful.” In old Hebrew, it means “not 
death;” but in passing through Old French and Middle English to become “innocence,” the 
term takes on several new meanings:  “freedom from guilt;” “purity or chastity;” and 
“lacking in guile or artifice.”10  In literature and culture, innocence has various connotations:  
moral, sexual, cultural, marital, and experiential. With help from Locke and Rousseau, 
Western civilization came to prize the innocence of children, and the Romantics began to 
idealize both childhood and the “state of nature.”11 By the nineteenth century, women 
gained some power in society by declaring themselves the natural protectors of innocence, in 
their position as “domestic angels,” and in so doing they managed to reclaim the innocence 
of Eve.12 While the fiction of the early nineteenth century focused on the innocence of youth 
and girlhood in particular,13 writers of the Confident Years began to satirize the national 
ideal of innocence—the concept that America was somehow both ahistorical and 
exceptional. Within the prevailing myth, they recognized a sentimentalizing and valorizing of 
ignorance, of moral and social complacency, and of self-absorption. 
American intellectuals and scholars have often interrogated the ideal of innocence in 
national culture at the turn of the last century.  The “myth and symbol” school of literary 
history, exemplified by two of the reputed founders of American studies, Henry Nash Smith 
and Leo Marx—along with Lewis, Henry May, and Van Wyck Brooks—promoted an 
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interpretation of American cultural history that emphasized the innocence of the nation and 
its exceptional nature. More recently, however, American studies scholars have challenged 
the “myth and symbol” school and its revisionist view of national history. Eric Foner, David 
Blight, and T.J. Jackson Lears have attempted to highlight the centrality of the black 
experience to the period after the Civil War and before the Harlem Renaissance.14 Alan 
Trachtenberg, William Leach and David Chancellor have shifted the focus to the importance 
of industrialized corporate capitalism, class division, and market speculation to the American 
experience at the turn of the century.15 Jeanne Boydston and Nancy Cott have explored ways 
in which questions about gender roles shaped the outlook of American society in the Gilded 
Age.16 These more recent studies have challenged the myth and symbol school’s notion of 
“American culture” and reputation for American exceptionalism by illustrating the breadth 
of multicultural experience in American history.  
Innocence and exceptionalism—regardless of reality—have long been twin themes 
of American culture, and the authors in this study chose to lampoon the relationship 
between the two. In so doing, they used literary satire as a tool for progress, calling attention 
to serious social problems by satirizing America’s dominant cultural fantasies. In a time 
when politics forced many citizens to choose between optimism and cynicism, the satirists of 
the Gilded Age present a middle ground between idealism and skepticism. Mark Twain, 
Charles Chesnutt, Finley Peter Dunne, and Marietta Holley often adopted the folksy tone of 
common Americans in their writing, to demonstrate the shared desire of maintaining hope in 
an atmosphere of despair. Their fiction encouraged audiences to laugh at themselves while 
also forcing them to think about how to improve upon the absurdities of reality.  
The texts in this study have previously been classified as either realism or science 
  
6 
fiction, but the reformist intent of the writers, coupled with the sardonic wit of the writing, 
naturally distinguishes these works as satirical.17  Framed this way, I hope to illustrate the 
cultural impact of satire on the American reading public. Satire can be subtle enough to go 
almost unnoticed; it can subvert as well as confront, ridicule and scold.  As Jonathan Swift 
said, “Satire is a sort of glass wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but 
their own; which is the chief reason for that kind reception it meets with in the world, and 
that so very few are offended with it.”18 In the eyes of these authors, the audience needs to 
see through its own façade of innocence and recognize its true reflection in Swift’s glass. By 
drawing their audiences in with humor and everyday details familiar to most readers, these 
satirists tried to call upon their readers to take action and recognize their own complicity in 
present-day problems. Jeering at the idea of America as an exceptional nation, writers as 
diverse as William Dean Howells, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Edward Bellamy, and Mary E. 
Bradley Lane used tropes of satiric naiveté to convey a message of national discontent 
mingled with hope. 
 
Skeptical idealism and American innocence 
The satire of the Gilded Age does not subscribe to the stereotypical cynicism of the social 
critic, however, but represents a particular form of skeptical idealism. In one of his last 
episodes of Daily Show, Jon Stewart described when President Barack Obama scolded him 
“not to turn young Americans cynical.” Stewart responded: “I’m actually skeptically 
idealistic.” I borrow the term “skeptical idealism” from Stewart to describe the satire of the 
Gilded Age—a mixture of optimism and apprehension, a hope for progress in the future 
mixed with serious concern about the past and present. Rather than bury their political heads 
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in the sand, these writers—like Stewart and his ilk—chose to broadcast their indignation and 
desire for change to the largest audience possible. In so doing, they held a Swiftian mirror up 
to their own and their readers’ reflections, insisting that all be held responsible and take 
action to improve the circumstances of the nation.19 All of the “innocents” in this study are 
outsiders of some kind—marginalized by reasons of race, class, or gender—but they all 
share an optimism that is as American as it is unlikely under the circumstances. These stories 
present hopeful suggestion that if liminal groups were to work together to effect change, it 
might be possible to overcome the corruption of contemporary civilization and close the gap 
between American rhetoric and reality.  While Henry May famously declared the start of 
World War I “the end of American innocence,” these works represent Americans’ attempts 
to scoff at the idea that the American Adam ever was.20 In their choice of satire as the 
vehicle for their discontent, these writers acknowledged the power of literature to effect 
change on a societal level. While these come from a wide array of backgrounds, they share in 
common a dedication to social reform. All of them were surrounded by groups of friends 
and associates who were actively involved in progressive causes, and many of them were 
politically active outside of their literature.21 Why, then, did they choose the pen as their 
weapon of choice? What did these writers hope to gain by satirizing contemporary tropes of 
innocence?  
Hardly any scholar has attempted a broad-view systematic analysis of American 
literary satire in the Confident Years. Most of the scholarship on satire in fiction focuses on 
European Restoration satire by such writers as Swift and Voltaire.22 In American literary and 
historical scholarship, there has been little attention paid to satire in the Gilded Age. Deft 
satirists such as Mark Twain are more often than not labeled “humorists” or “realists.” The 
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extant scholarship that has been devoted to American satire highlights the eras of the early 
republic, the antebellum South, and post-World-War-II society, consistently overlooking the 
Confident Years.23 While thousands of books and articles have been devoted to turn-of-the-
century American literature, very few of them even make mention of satire, unless it is to 
discuss the social criticism of Edith Wharton or Henry James, or to dissect the humor of 
Mark Twain.24 Nearly all of the literary scholarship on this particular time period focuses on 
realism or naturalism. There has been, to date, only one anthology collection on American 
satire, and even in that volume, the sole text from the turn of the century is by the 
ubiquitous Mark Twain.25 This dissertation’s goal is to highlight the richness and depth of 
American satire during the Confident Years. Chesnutt, Holley, and Dunne should be 
considered, with Twain, Howells and Gilman, some of the finest satirists of their era. 
Additionally, this project calls for the works of Bellamy and Lane to be included in the canon 
of American satire, rather than relegated to the realms of science or utopian fiction. With the 
exception of Twain and Howells, the lives of all of these writers call for further biographical 
investigation. Each was considered a political radical in his or her day, and their perspectives 
offer valuable insight into not only to social problems of the Gilded Age, but also parallels to 
today.  
In spite of common misperceptions, satirists are far from cynics—they are the true 
literary idealists, trying to force their audiences to take action, after being forced to reckon 
with their own mirror image being held up to ridicule. Ruben Quintero discusses how 
satirists are compelled to write about the decadence and corruption they see about them: 
Satirists write in winters of discontent… Satire cannot function without a standard 
against which readers can compare its subject… Whether the standard is 
incontrovertibly right does not really matter. But what does matter is that the satirist 
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and the reader share a perception of that standard. How could we believe that 
something is wrong with the world without some idea of what the world should be 
and how it can be righted? 26  
 
Similarly, Stephen Koch observes that satire is “always a weapon…a comedy of outrage,” 
and he echoes Northrop Frye’s description of satire as “irony militant.”27 Studies in American 
Humor recently created a special issue on America satire and the postmodern condition, 
highlighting the topicality of the genre today. In his examination of the oft-paradoxical 
relationship between satire and activism, James E. Caron argues: “Whatever potential 
efficacy satire possesses stems from its eliding a binary of serious and nonserious to be both 
and neither.”28 He insists that “satiractivism” requires a two-step process: “such satire first 
has the greatest potential to change minds, which might then lead to political or social 
action...Satire is not a reforming mechanism per se, but it can promote reforming 
mechanisms.”29 Although Caron’s comments refer specifically to American postmodern 
satire, the notion aligns squarely with my assessment of Gilded Age satire. All of the authors 
in this study chose to “promote reforming mechanisms” by trying to “change minds” 
through “eliding the serious and nonserious.” They made their audiences laugh when 
thinking about grave social and political issues, and hope that their readers would eventually 
stop laughing and start progressing. As Caron articulates: 
Satire...asserts it ability to reclaim—not our political institutions, but rather a space 
within the truthiness of the public sphere marked by a potential for active resistance, 
a resistance that begins in comic form but might enable a serious push back against 
the regime of truthiness. This push-back—comic parrhesia—offers the possibility of 
imagining reverse discourses in the name of social justice.30 
 
During a time in which American ideals were shaken to their core, satirists of the Confident 
Years tried to “imagine reverse discourses in the name of social justice,” finding it as vital 
then as many do now to challenge the authoritarian impulses of those in power by forcing 
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them to recognize the absurdity of the status quo. 
 One of the more problematic issues with satire—in addition to its slippery 
definition—is its fluid generic classification. Satire can cross all period-based boundaries, all 
national literatures, and most forms of art that involve political protest and/or humor. In 
this case, however, I have chosen to focus on the satire written by American authors 
between the Civil War and the First World War—a period that has been largely overlooked 
by humor studies scholars not writing about Twain, James, or Wharton. In mining the 
material of reality for their satire, these authors were most commonly labeled realists, and the 
source of their humor often lies in their ability to solemnly describe the ridiculous details of 
actual American life. As Aaron Matz noted in a recent study of Victorian satire and realism:  
Satire exists to isolate a condition or sector of human life and hold it up for ridicule. 
Realism…is a method or an attitude seeking to represent…everyday experience 
without implausibility…the fiction and criticism of the era imply that to describe the 
world in starkly realist detail…is to expose this same world’s essential folly and error. 
Realism cannot help being satirical.31  
 
Satirists juxtapose the ideal possibilities of action within a particular social context with “the 
way most men act,” noting that principle is the exception and not the rule, but offering a 
hope through fiction that an individual character might achieve the writer’s goal for mankind 
at large. What separates realism and satire is usually the straight-faced humor with which the 
author treats the subject, and the discomfort that humor is specifically intended to cause in 
the audience. Both the realist and the satirist hope that their readers will take action after 
seeing themselves reflected in literature, but the satirist highlights the absurdity of the status 
quo over its pathos. Twain himself explained the particular character of American satire in 
“How to Tell a Story”: “The humorous story is American…[it] depends for its effect on the 
manner of the telling…[it] is strictly a work of art—high and delicate art—and only an artist 
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can tell it.”  Sacvan Bercovitch observes that in Twain’s writing, as in the work of the other 
authors in this study, the “satire mingles with brutality.” Since the joke is so firmly connected 
to its actual cultural context, the audience must slowly realize that it, in fact, is the object of 
mockery.32  Rather than trying to breed cynicism, however, writers like Twain—more often 
than not—hoped to incite progressive action among their readers.  
 Again, owing to satire’s cross-generic possibilities, it is crucial to look at the works of 
Bellamy, Howells, Lane and Gilman in light of the other satires of the Gilded Age. While 
neither Bellamy nor Lane has traditionally been considered a humorist, the political import 
and wry irony of their fiction necessitates a potential reclassification of their works as 
valuable to the literary history of American satire. Both Gilman and Howells have been 
celebrated for their wit and mockery of the absurd, but when their utopian fiction is 
examined through the lens of satire, their progressive intentions take shape. What unites the 
writers in this study is a dedication to using literature to shout down power, to attempt to get 
their readers to recognize the gulf between American principles and practices, and to try to 
make the nation live up to its own ideals. 
The satirists of the Confident Years were focused on their literary output as much as 
their progressive agendas, but they frequently hoped their fiction would to encourage liminal 
groups to work together to overcome their mutual oppression. The stories in this study tend 
to illustrate the downtrodden cooperating to achieve a common goal; the satire lies in the 
absurdity of the injustices faced by the oppressed in the “land of the free.” These authors 
rely on a national paradox—t he audience’s belief in America as a place of equal opportunity, 
but also their awareness of the inequality that exists for many Americans. John Lowe 
contends, cultural jokes “arise because of the injustice in the existing order. Humor, in its 
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archaic, liberating mode, subverts the order and creates an absurd or ideal order, albeit a 
temporary one, and create a momentary group solidarity in the face of the common enemy. 
It may be, in fact, that threatened groups are more inclined to humor than others.”33 
Members of these “threatened groups,” like the African Americans, women, socialists, 
immigrants and atheists examined in this study, used humor to make their marginalized 
culture “more palatable” to their mainstream readers, but as “an opening gambit, one that 
would ideally lead to a full exploration of the glories of their traditions, which had so much 
to give to all Americans.”34 They chose to employ satire as a progressive tool, with the hope 
that their work would affect the hearts and minds of their readers. As ideological projects, 
satire and realism both face the same basic question: what hope for change can possibly be 
contained in fiction? In her seminal study Women’s Fiction, Nina Baym asks, “Did these 
novels perform their intended function? If they did not change the world, did they at least 
begin the change of individual women readers? Or at the very least were they supportive of 
such changes that received their initial stimulus from some other source?”35 Both Baym and 
Jane Tompkins investigate what Tompkins dubbed the “cultural work” of the novel, the 
attempts by writers of fiction to “alter the face of the social world” in reality.36 What 
differentiates the work of the authors in this study is not only chronology, but also an 
attitude of sentimentality and sincerity. While antebellum authors tended to ask their 
audiences to empathize with the follies of their characters, post-Civil-War satirists insisted 
that their readers admit that they, too, were flawed, and to laugh at the romantic notion of 
American innocence. Robin Bernstein’s study on racial innocence examines the performative 
ignorance required to believe in the mythos of innocence, particularly after the Civil War: 
“To be innocent was to be innocent of something, to achieve obliviousness...Innocence was 
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not a literal state of being, but, rather, the performance of not-noticing, a performed claim of 
slipping beyond social categories.” Bernstein links innocence and “forgetting,” highlighting 
the need for Americans to move beyond the tragedies of the recent past in order to believe 
in their own exceptionalism again.37  The national mythos, during the Gilded Age, embraced 
the idea that America was both different from and better than other countries, particularly 
those that were not democratic. By lampooning national exceptionalism, these authors 
hoped to break free from the hypocrisy of history.   
 
Innocents and Gilt 
The authors examined in this dissertation share more in common than what may initially 
meet the eye. All wrote in the four decades from 1873-1915, between the Civil War and the 
First World War, and each of them approached his or her work as an act of social dissent. 
Although all of these writers were celebrated in their time, many of them have been lost to 
the shadows of literary history. I insist that each of these works is deserving of further 
scholarly attention, and all of these writers should have a vital place in the canon of 
American satire. Where biographical information about these progressives is available, it 
clearly indicates their reformist intent and political interest. They all hoped that their readers 
would find their jeremiads more palatable if they were infused with humor, wit and irony, 
and they opted to utilize familiar figures as mouthpieces for their radical ideologies. Their 
skepticism informed their satire, but their idealism buoyed their hopes. They laughed at the 
idea of America as innocent, and embraced the nation’s view of itself as exceptional with a 
wink, to spur its citizens into action. In so doing, they joined a long tradition of satirists 
pointing out the absurdities of the status quo, and hoping that their audience’s laugher might 
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transform from mirth to movement. 
For chapter one, I turn to the phrase Jennette Tandy coined in 1920—“crackerbox 
philosopher”—to describe perhaps the most peculiarly American trope of innocence. While 
the figure has its roots in ancient satire, the American crackerbox philosopher dates back to 
the writings of Benjamin Franklin and Hugh Brackenridge. Prior to the Civil War, this local 
logician was more often than not the butt of the joke. At the dawn of the Gilded Age, 
however, Marietta Holley introduced Mrs. Samantha Allen. This homespun theorist invited 
you to laugh with her at the foolishness around her, which she dismantled with her wry wit. 
Her foils were her small, silly husband Josiah and the marriage-minded spinster Betsey 
Bobbet, and through them Holley voiced the arguments against women’s suffrage and equal 
civil rights. By putting these ideas in the mouths of the least convincing characters, Holley 
made it easy for her Samantha to quickly rebut all of their notions about a woman’s place in 
America with her superior sense and reason. Samantha took on a variety of subjects ranging 
from women’s rights to race to the World’s Fair, and her folksy dialect-based humor amused 
American audiences for more than four decades. Despite her contemporary popularity, 
however, Holley’s work has not truly endured in the canon of American satire in particular, 
or American letters writ large. I call for further biographical investigation of the author as 
well as greater critical attention to her work. 
 Finley Peter Dunne also tackles the trope of the crackerbox philosopher with his 
broad-brogued Irish-American bartender Martin Dooley. As Holley transformed the figure 
of the innocent housewife from the target of humor to the provider of it, so too did Dunne 
make the comic Irishman the hero of his satire—and occasionally, the butt of the joke. 
Although Mr. Dooley’s thoughts were first published more than two decades after 
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Samantha’s crackerbox philosophies, the two share a great deal in common. Both did their 
best to change their audience’s minds about socio-political issues of the day, and both 
employed dialect and irony heavily to make their points. Like Holley, Dunne believed in the 
American ideals of democracy, fair play, and progress, but he, too, pointed out the absurdity 
of injustice in a supposedly exceptional nation. Mr. Dooley was so popular that even his 
mockery of Teddy Roosevelt led to Dunne’s becoming a frequent guest at the White House, 
but again like Samantha, his words have not remained popular in the American canon. 
Dunne’s writing begs for further critical examination, particularly on the subject of gender, 
and his life bears revisiting by biographers. While the character of the crackerbox 
philosopher was not unique to Mrs. Allen or Mr. Dooley, Marietta Holley and Finley Peter 
Dunne elevated the trope to the heights of pure satire in the Confident Years.  
In chapter two, I examine a different context of the the Gilded Age, when William 
Dean Howells sent a letter to his good friend Mark Twain, referring to themselves and their 
wives as “theoretical socialists, but practical aristocrats.”38 His words show self-awareness of 
his own hypocrisy, one of the major charges biographers and critics have leveled against 
Howells’s support of early forms of socialism. Although he enjoyed a comfortable life 
among the “haves,” in his work he more often than not espouses the causes of the “have-
nots.” While Howells is maybe the second-most canonical of the authors in this study, after 
his fellow theoretical socialist Twain, his specifically socialist tracts have often been 
overlooked by Howells scholars. In A Traveler from Altruria, Howells gives voice to his 
political ideals through the innocent mouthpiece of Mr. Homos, the titular character who 
has come from his utopia to see if America is truly as exceptional as it claims to be. The 
author layers the irony carefully through the narration of Mr. Twelvemough, who is most 
  
16 
often thought to be a stand-in for Howells’s “practical aristocrat” side. With the help of this 
doubled perspective, the author is able to satirize the distance between American ideals and 
reality for the rich versus the poor. My dissertation calls for the Altrurian traveler series to be 
considered among Howells’s best work, and an important contribution to American satire in 
the Confident Years. 
 As the longtime editor of the Atlantic, Howells came into contact with the most 
popular writers of his day, including Edward Bellamy. Bellamy’s Looking Backward was one of 
the best-selling books of the nineteenth century, the first after Uncle Tom’s Cabin to print over 
a million copies. His work spawned a movement he called Nationalism, and in the wake of 
the book hundreds of Nationalist clubs sprang up across the country. The group’s ideals 
aligned closely with what would become the American Socialist Party, and inspired some of 
the other authors in this study—most notably Charlotte Perkins Gilman—to radical political 
action. Ironically, his work seems to look forward to the day that big business would take 
over the government, but begs the question: but what if the corporations were benevolent? 
Although Bellamy’s work has long been classified as either sci-fi or utopian fiction, I wish to 
re-examine it through the lens of satire. While the book is more ironic than humorous, its 
dedication to satiractivism, as Caron calls it, aligns it squarely with the other great satires of 
the Gilded Age. Bellamy’s desire to incite his audience towards progressive action was 
perhaps the best realized of his fellow satirists, and his legacy should endure in twenty-first 
century scholarship. 
In chapter three, I analyze Charlotte Perkins Gilman, whom many have long believed 
invented the concept of a perfect world consisting of only women and girls in her 1915 
satire Herland. While a great deal of utopian literature flourished in the nineteenth century, 
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the author who actually created the first all-female utopia was a mystery woman named Mary 
E. Bradley Lane, who first published Mizora: A World of Women in 1880. Both of these works 
embody a trope that emerged during the Gilded Age: the feminist utopian. These innocent 
women invariably came face-to-face with narrators from outside of their ideal world, and the 
conversations between the skeptics and the idealists reveal the deep flaws within American 
culture. Lane’s hollow-earth fantasy Mizorans revere science and education, and have used 
their learning to help their culture and environment evolve. After more than three thousand 
years without men, they have rid their society of all of the problems faced by Lane’s 
contemporaries. The author wished to remain anonymous, given the radical positions taken 
in her fiction, and as a result very little is known about her to this day. In my dissertation, I 
call for Lane to be considered among the best satirists of the Confident Years, and for 
Mizora to be included in the canon of American feminist literature.  
 Unlike Lane, Charlotte Perkins Gilman was one of the more famous feminist authors 
of her day. Already well-known for her satirical Women and Economics as well as “The Yellow 
Wall-Paper,” her witty and ironic take on the feminist utopian in Herland offers one of the 
best examples of the challenge to American innocence in the Gilded Age. As a public 
intellectual and a vocal feminist, she drew further attention to the inequality of women 
articulated earlier by Holley and Lane. Her narrator, Van, and his two male companions 
provide perfect foils for the innocent women in the story, and the feminist utopians slowly 
demolish all of the men’s notions of what is “natural” and “feminine.” Inspired by Bellamy’s 
example in Looking Backward, she utilized her utopia to illustrate the distance between the 
supposedly exceptional United States, and her version of a perfect world. 
 Chapter four begins with the claim that, like the crackerbox philosopher, the 
  
18 
country bumpkin is one of the oldest and most common tropes of innocence in American 
literature.39 There is no better example of the satiric approach to this classic character than 
Mark Twain’s iconic character Huckleberry Finn. Huck, while an innocent child, is also 
incredibly shrewd, and takes advantage of other’s assumptions of his ignorance to 
demonstrate his mastery. His knowledge of the country is one of his strengths, and he 
deploys the bumpkin persona to great effect. The novel, considered by many to be the best 
in American literature, has been subject to exhaustive scholarship, but I would like to present 
a fresh reading based on the satire presented in Twain’s last work of fiction, Letters from the 
Earth. The way in which Twain approaches the notion of innocence in the latter work allows 
for a new lens through which to examine Huck. Twain toys with America’s naïve exceptional 
self-image through the persona of a sympathetic Satan, who ridicules Adam and Eve for 
their innocence and exposes much national self-delusion in the process. 
Another of the most classic country bumpkin figures in American literature is Joel 
Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus, the contented former slave who regales white folks with 
allegorical tales about foxes and rabbits. While some recent scholars have given more agency 
to Remus than many originally believed, Harris has often been seen as part of the tradition 
of post-Civil War plantation fiction that sought to create nostalgia for a “simpler, happier 
time” when masters and slaves co-existed in peace. With the tales in The Conjure Woman, 
Charles W. Chesnutt confronted the trope of the contented slave as country bumpkin 
through the figure of Uncle Julius. Through the Southern Julius and his new Northern 
landlords John and Annie, Chesnutt takes on both regional and racial stereotypes. His Julius 
falls in line more with the trickster Bre’er Rabbit than the loyal Remus, but his version of the 
classic figure uses his country bumpkin exterior to manipulate situations not only to his 
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personal advantage, but also to help the black community. Chesnutt’s political history 
demonstrates his commitment to his own ideals, and his writing was the direct result of his 
progressive ideals, making him a consummate satiractivist. His faith in the American 
experiment led him to try to educate his readers, and he hoped that they would transform 
that information into political activity. His attitude encapsulates the skeptical idealism of the 
Confident Years, and its continuing desire to embrace the American wager, despite the 
house’s current winnings. 
In The Gilded Age, Twain’s narrator remarks: “Who shall say that this is not the 
golden age of mutual trust, of unlimited reliance upon human promises?”40 The confidence 
of the Gilded Age renewed the American faith in progress, while the shallow realities of the 
day made many authors call the national self-image of innocence into question. How could 
Americans view themselves as exceptional, given the recent wounds of the Civil War, the 
failures of Reconstruction, and the trickeries of corporate capitalism? By challenging 
American ideals with their fiction, the satirists of the Confident Years offered an alternative 
to both bitter cynicism and blind optimism. 
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Chapter One:  the Crackerbox Phi losopher  
The “crackerbox philosopher” is one of the earliest American tropes of innocence. This 
homespun logician’s uneducated opinions on society and politics provide much 
entertainment for all classes of audiences, but that ignorance is usually a mask for the 
character’s sound reason. This figure has its roots in Benjamin Franklin’s earliest satires, 
from Rules by Which a Great Nation May Be Reduced to a Small One to the Silence Dogood 
letters, but the term “crackerbox philosopher” was coined by Jennette Tandy in the early 
twentieth century.41 This character recurs again and again in American letters as the innocent 
“whose tricks and misfortunes, homely wisdom, and shrewd observations on the life about 
him are given a certain moral or social or political significance; who becomes a symbol of a 
class-conscious people, a personification of the folk.” Tandy refers to the various “homely 
American” types like Mr. Dooley as “incarnations of Uncle Sam”—or, in the case of Mrs. 
Allen, Aunt Samantha.  What makes these two particular versions of the folk philosopher 
important to American literary history is that while previous incarnations of the character 
more often than not were the target of the humor, Marietta Holley and Finley Peter Dunne 
asked their readers to laugh at themselves as much as they did their rustic logicians.  
In 1873, Marietta Holley elevated the category of crackerbox philosopher by 
introducing Samantha, “Josiah Allen’s wife,” an opinionated heroine who shared her 
thoughts on everything from the “woman question” to the “race problem” to Prohibition. 
Her humorous newspaper columns were immensely popular, and they made Holley one of 
the more successful female authors of the Gilded Age. Holley herself was active in the 
women’s rights movement, and her famous friends included Susan B. Anthony and Clara 
Barton, as well as Mark Twain. As a writer, Holley is most often compared to Twain, 
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because of her magnificent grasp of tone and dialect as well as her biting wit. Her 
observations of life in upstate New York offer a glimpse into the ironies of existence for 
many American women.  
Holley’s literary career began twenty-five years after Seneca Falls. She tackled the 
notion of women’s suffrage in her writing more than fifty years before women obtained the 
right to vote. Her Samantha Allen presented the American reading public with a fresh, 
humorous take not only on women’s affairs, but on subjects as diverse as the World’s Fair 
and the color line. In so doing, she offers a contemporary snapshot of the middle-class 
female perspective on race, class, and gender issues. Holley’s status also as an American 
satirist was unquestioned by her contemporaries, but somehow she has been largely 
overlooked by scholars today—particularly as a satirist. An exception is the work of 
Charlotte Templin, who writes: “the central impulse of [Holley’s] work was to extend the 
ideology of individualism to women, to claim for women political rights and personal 
autonomy that men took for granted.”42 By positioning Samantha as an innocent housewife, 
Holley allows her to comment on major social problems without inciting anger in her 
audience. Samantha’s simplicity and Holley’s sense of humor combine to provide relatively 
impenetrable armor for Holley’s attack on American exceptionalism. In keeping with 
Templin, I argue that Holley should be listed among the best satirists of the Confident Years 
despite the critical disdain that has halted her entry into the canon to be re-viewed through 
the lens of feminist scholarship. Holley instantiates a knowing wink at the naiveté of 
American innocence, and although others have insisted that her work shows a nationalist 
streak, I suggest that she manipulates her audience’s notion of exceptionalism to highlight 
the inequities of the Gilded Age, particularly for women. Ultimately, her firmly stated reform 
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goals combined with her razor-sharp sense of humor and mastery of dialect position Holley 
as one of the earliest and best satirists of the Gilded Age.   
With a few notable exceptions, scholarship on Marietta Holley has been scant at best. 
She is frequently mentioned in humor anthologies, but more often than not merely in 
comparison with her contemporary Mark Twain.43 Ellis Parker Butler, for one, seems to 
write in praise of Holley’s “uniqueness,” but his ultimate assessment of the work presents a 
common double-edged sword used in reference to Holley and other witty women: “Literally 
hundreds of thousands enjoyed her writing who could see nothing funny in Bill Nye, or any 
of the other professional humorists, even Mark Twain. Hundreds of thousands took her to 
their hearts because they felt she was basing her humor soundly on temperance, woman’s 
rights, and the homely virtues, while the other humorists were merely trying to be funny.”44 
These laudatory phrases take a quick turn, however, as Butler declares that Holley was 
“never a literary man’s humorist” but instead the “common person’s writer” who was “loved 
by farm folks, those in small towns, and in general by those who delighted in church suppers 
and bazaars.”45 Even while taking swipes at Samantha’s audience, though, Butler admits that 
Holley’s mixture of humor and reform marks her skill as a satirist. In another instance, 
Alfred Habegger briefly insists that in most nineteenth-century American literature, the 
woman played the “straight man” to the humorous males of the nineteenth century, but 
concurs that Marietta Holley was the exception to the rule. David E.E. Sloane’s edited 
collection likewise takes a cursory interest in her work, but has only one entry by Holley, 
“Jenette Finster’s Story” from Samantha Among the Bretheren (1890). Still, Sloane observes of 
Holley and her ilk that “Northeastern writers concentrate less on the stupidity and venality 
of the upper and refined classes—the comedy of manners of the elevated social orders. 
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More comic to them is the political sophistication of seemingly innocent rustics,” and 
“deadpan irony.”46 Embracing the trope of the wise innocent who drily reveals the absurdity 
of others’ positions, Holley’s dialect-ridden Samantha Allen winks at the notion of American 
innocence, by both appealing to her readers’ sense of exceptionalism and mocking it at the 
same time.  
 Decades after Samantha sharpened the trope of the crackerbox philosopher, Finley 
Peter Dunne introduced another iconic contribution to this classic American figure: Martin 
Dooley, a bar-room theorist. In the same vein as Holley’s Samantha, the humorous language 
with which Mr. Dooley presents his scathing social critiques is ultimately his saving grace. As 
Dunne himself stated, he chose to use satire in order to voice his social criticism without 
great risk to himself: “It occurred to me…that while it might be dangerous to call an 
alderman a thief in English no one could sue if a comic Irishman denounced the statesman 
as a thief…if I had written the same thing in English I would inevitably have been pistoled 
or slugged.”47 Dunne’s characterization of his own choices provides another link between 
many of the authors in this study: the decision to use dialect in order to convey a harsh 
political message in a less directly aggressive fashion. Holley, Twain, Chesnutt, and Dunne all 
explicitly utilize “local color” language in order to soften the blow of their satire, while Lane, 
Bellamy, Gilman, and Howells mimic the language of the leisure classes in order to dull the 
edges of their satiric swords. By making their characters “sound” like American archetypes, 
they could lure their readers into listening to their progressive ideology without appearing 
too stuffy or didactic. The use of uniquely American vernacular demonstrates the authors’ 
desire to specifically mock the ahistorical ideal of American innocence.  
In keeping with the other authors examined here, Dunne was focused on social and 
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political critique through humor. Mr. Dooley’s criticisms tend to fall into three types of 
“American history in miniature,” as Jacques Barzun notes: “the vicissitudes of life for the 
working poor, their family ways and their moral and economic predicaments…the politics of 
a big city, run as always by a well-entrenched group of professionals, who are united by 
corruption and supported by the votes of the poor,” and “the decisions of Dooley the 
statesman, warnings or advice to the great powers, their leaders and generalissimos, will 
neglect at their peril.”48 Indeed, after reading Dooley’s 1899 “Book Review” of his 
adventures as a Rough Rider, then-Governor Theodore Roosevelt invited Dunne to meet 
with him, and even gave the journalist a scoop—that Roosevelt would be running for Vice 
President.49 Through homespun logic like Dooley’s, members of the social and political elite 
like the Roosevelts, learned how average Americans felt about the issues of the day. Decades 
later, when Finley Peter Dunne was in his sixties and dying of throat cancer, his son Philip 
implored him to write an autobiography. Although the writer refused, he consented to write 
a collection of memoirs as letters to his son. These letters and Philips’s comments on them 
were collected into the volume Mr. Dooley Remembers: The Informal Memoirs of Finley Peter Dunne 
(1963).50 This text, along with the scholarship of Ellis, Eckley, Fanning and DeMuth, 
proffers some of the best biographical information available regarding the writer. It also 
connects a major thread of this dissertation with Dunne’s tribute to the man he considered 
to be “the greatest of American writers,” Mark Twain. As Philip Dunne describes, Twain 
was “an admirer of Mr. Dooley and most cordial to his creator...They belonged to the same 
rare species: the American humorist whose work transcended mere humor and became an 
important social force,” since men like Twain and Dunne “embodied a direct line of 
succession in American letters”:  
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Through the channel of their work ran the mainstream of American humorous social 
criticism. There have been other humorists, and good ones, but no others captured 
the mood of the country, satirized its foibles, mirrored its soul as effectively...They 
were not jokesmiths or gagmen. They were social historians. To read them today is 
to gain an understanding of the American spirit of past decades few novelists or 
factual historians can provide. Their precise and delicate tool was humor. We 
Americans have always prided ourselves on our humor. We have long boasted of our 
ability to laugh at ourselves. But I wonder if our boast hasn’t become to some extent 
an empty one. My father thought so.51  
 
Through the words of his son, the audience learns of the father’s disillusionment with 
America’s ability to recognize its own absurdity. Dunne’s Mr. Dooley presented a 
confrontation with the national ideal of innocence, and mocked anyone, even the barman 
himself, who naively embraced the ahistorical mythos. Dunne directly connects humor and 
American innocence in his words to his son: “Humor...especially political humor, is a 
privilege of the innocent and the secure. As a nation we have lost both our innocence and 
our security...Humor is only effective as a political weapon when the victim has enough 
humor in himself to perceive that he has been wounded.” By choosing to directly connect 
humor with innocence, Dunne aligns himself perfectly with the skeptical idealism of the 
satirists of the Gilded Age. He deplores the status quo, but also begs his readers to keep their 
sense of humor: “Humor goes hand-in-hand with the independent spirit. If one declines, so 
does the other. Only free people can laugh, and those who forget how to laugh may soon 
forget how to be free.”52 Dunne’s words demonstrate the combination of ideologies 
particular to the crackerbox philosophers of the Confident Years: hopeful that the nation 
might live up to its ideals, but fearful that the independent spirit will continue to decline—
and along with it, freedom.  
More specifically, this chapter claims not only that Dunne deserves to be classified 
among the best of the classic American crackerbox philosophers—along with Marietta 
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Holley—but also that his work presents a challenge to the naïve idealism of the era. When 
grouped together with the other writers in this project, Dunne’s work demonstrates a 
particular kind of skeptical idealism unique to the Confident Years. The satirists of the 
Gilded Age were not immune to the confidence and idealism of their era, but they 
approached American culture with a skepticism born of experience. Notwithstanding the 
widespread economic, racial and gender-based disparities of the age, nor the rampant 
political corruptions, authors like Dunne both embraced the optimism of the American 
Dream’s exceptionalism, and laughed at its absurdity.  Both Dooley and Samantha indeed 
shared their thoughts on topics ranging from women’s rights to race and American 
imperialism, yet managed to do so with a humorous humility that kept audiences enraptured 
for decades. 
 
Samantha Allen: the Suffragette Sage 
While the women agitating for the right to vote in the nineteenth century had been described 
as many things, they were not often thought to be funny. Despite the biting satire of the 
1848 Seneca Falls masterpiece “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions,” the suffragettes, 
like other liminal groups, were more often than not the targets of humor, rather than a 
vehicle for uproarious laughter. That all changed when Samantha Allen presented her regular 
attacks on the mythos of American innocence in the traditional voice of the crackerbox 
philosopher. The creator of the suffragette sage Samantha Allen, Marietta Holley, was born 
the last of seven children to a farming family in a rural area known as Bear Creek in upstate 
New York in 1836.53 She was just down the road from Seneca Falls when the first Women’s 
Convention was held, and her life-long focus on women’s rights sprang from her life in the 
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“burnt-over district” that prized both religion and reform.54  She was shy, frail, and had a 
speech impediment, and chose to withdraw from social and public life as a rule, even when 
her fame as a writer grew. She blamed some of her apprehension on her brothers’ merciless 
teasing of her poetry.55  
When she was fourteen, she completed her formal schooling and stayed home to 
help with the farm. After the death of her father, her brothers left to seek gold in the West, 
and Holley took care of her mother and sisters. Throughout those difficult circumstances, 
Holley read and wrote voraciously. Kate Winter describes how she “furtively wrote poems 
and stories on whatever scraps of paper she could find,” usually in the “popular style.” She 
was only twenty-one when some of her poems were published in a local newspaper, under 
her first pen name “Jemyma”—she would later call herself “M.H.” and “Marietta Hawley.” 
The first time she published under her own name was in Peterson’s magazine in 1867, and 
“she began to realize a small income from her writing.”56 Thus solidified, her independence 
only grew throughout the rest of her life. She never married, and remained “on the family 
homestead long, never leaving the country until her first journey when she was in forties, 
halfway through her life.” She was a religious woman, and embraced tenets of Christian 
mysticism and other aspects of spiritualism popular in the late nineteenth century. Although 
she then began travel regularly, she preferred to remain at Bonnie View—the home she built 
with her success as an author, on the same land where she had been born and raised. As 
Winter writes: “Despite repeated invitations to attend social and literary gatherings and to 
speak before audiences including the U.S. Congress on woman’s rights, she refused public 
appearances.”57 She enjoyed literary life first and foremost, and chose remain single, adopting 
a daughter in order to continue her progressive work in her personal life.  
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At first, Holley thought that her authorial success would stem from her poetry. 
However, after she submitted two short stories that focused on humor and dialect to an 
editor, her career took a categorical turn. Her canny choice to refer to herself as “Josiah 
Allen’s Wife” worked as a palliative for those who chafed at her focus on women’s rights in 
her writing. In her own words, Holley explains: “Though at that time decidedly 
unfashionable, my first sketches were as full of woman’s-suffrage arguments as the most 
ardent suffragette importuning Parliament to-day could desire. Probably I thought that it 
would soften somewhat the edge of unwelcome argument to have the writer meekly claim to 
be the wife of Josiah Allen, and so stand in the shadow of a man’s personality.”58 Her 
strategy no doubt widened her audience, and her work caught the attention of Mark Twain’s 
publisher, Elisha Bliss at the American Publishing Company, who quickly commissioned her 
first full-length book, My Opinions and Betsey Bobbet’s (1873). This novel introduced her 
heroine, Samantha Allen—otherwise known as Josiah Allen’s wife—to a broad American 
readership, and met with staggering sales. The book went through five printings in its first 
year, and was also published in Britain at the same time.59 She published over twenty 
volumes of fiction that revolved around Samantha, Josiah, and Betsey, and her career 
spanned over four decades. So great was Holley’s success as a writer that she was even given 
an advance of $14,000—which would now be the equivalent of over $360,0000—for her 
1893 book Samantha at the World’s Fair.60 Her fiction continued to sell well into the twentieth 
century, with her last book published in 1914. Luckily for her, Holley managed to live long 
enough to see the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, and died knowing that her efforts 
for women’s suffrage had not been in vain.  
With the creation of Samantha, Holley provided an invaluable contribution to the 
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long American tradition of the “crackerbox philosopher.” Holley differed greatly from her 
heroine in both body and temperament. While the author was more “like a Grand Duchess 
than the homely character she immortalized,” she allowed Samantha to voice her social and 
political opinions in her rustic dialect.61 Josiah Allen’s Wife shares her writer’s religious 
sensibilities, but in all other ways is far more outsized than Marietta Holley. Jane Curry 
encapsulates Samantha best: “Jonesville’s Samantha Smith Allen is hefty in both principles 
and weight. By her own admission, she is a wise, religious, compassionate, loyal, faithful, and 
loving 204-pound wife. She is possessed of endless good judgment, is adept at moral 
‘eppisodin’, and is a first-rate housekeeper and cook. Though she protests both categories, 
she is also immodest and ceaselessly talkative.”62 What makes Samantha unique among the 
crackerbox philosophers, Curry points out, is that she is the only female character who is not 
“as foolish as she is wise,” whether the author is male or female: “Only Holley wrote 
consistently from a pro-woman’s rights point of view and exposed as foolish the various 
arguments against the development of full human potential for women.”63 Samantha’s sage is 
measured, or “megum,” as she calls it, and her humor and reason allow her to convince all 
types—more often than not—of her wisdom. Curry insists that “Samantha Allen stands out 
as the lone mother-wit who appeals in a moderate way for gumption of a different order, 
who appeals for the sensible scenario of men and women sitting side by side as they tackle 
what life has to offer them.”64 This approach was reflected in her choice of name for her 
character, as well, who presents herself not only as someone’s wife, but also as an alternative 
Aunt Samantha to the traditional Uncle Sam. Samantha’s moniker evokes a folksiness and 
familiarity that invites her American readers to see things her way, and allows her 
transnational audiences a glimpse into her alternative nationalism. In keeping with Curry, I 
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maintain that while Holley embraces certain elements of American exceptionalism to appeal 
to her broad audience, but I also claim that in the end her Samantha provides an exaggerated 
wink at the notion of innocence. In Holley’s version of the tradition of the crackerbox 
philosopher, the woman is the sage, and her foils have been spoiled by their inherited 
cultural ideas. By aiming her critique at a social and legal system that denies women equal 
stature as human beings, Holley participates in a long tradition of in-character satire that tries 
to shout down power with laughter.65   
 
“Who will read the book, Samantha?”  
Although Marietta Holley was immensely popular as a writer at the turn of the century, her 
esteem and sales had waned even in her own lifetime. Not only was she a female writer 
ardently in support of “wimmin’s rights,” but she also wrote in dialect, favored by the local 
color school in the mid-nineteenth century that was on its way out fashion by the turn of the 
twentieth. Despite being compared to Mark Twain by her peers, Holley’s work never earned 
the same kind of praise that Twain’s did.66 This could have been due in part to her refusal to 
speak or appear publicly, but her reputation also suffered because she was a woman. Even 
those who enjoyed her writing sometimes thought it was really by a man. Holley herself tells a 
story of one of her relatives trying to refute the assertion of an “old gentleman inclined to be 
literary” that My Opinions and Betsey Bobbet’s had been written by a man under a pseudonym: “ 
‘But it was not a man,’ she said. ‘It was a young woman, a relative of my own.’ But this did 
not shake his opinion in the least, unless it were in regard to her truthfulness. To the last he 
calmly and resolutely declared, ‘That book was written by a man.’ I have always supposed it 
was a compliment.”67 Part of the problem was—and is—that women aren’t supposed to be 
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funny. While the debate about whether or not the female sex truly has a sense of humor 
equal to the male rages on well into the twenty-first century, women were trying to establish 
themselves as humorists from the earliest days of the American republic. In 1895, Kate 
Sanborn, the daughter of a classics professor at Dartmouth, published The Wit of Women in 
direct response to this argument.68 She highlighted Holley’s Samantha Allen among the 
wittiest of American women, but her assessment remained singular among scholars for many 
decades. My position aligns with Charlotte Templin’s assessment of Holley’s literary 
reputation—her esteem suffered as a result of her popularity, her gender, and the literary 
establishment’s support of her contemporary Mark Twain.   
Feminist scholars recognized Holley’s work early on.69 Jane Curry’s preface and 
introduction to her collection of Samantha sketches Samantha Rastles the Woman Question 
offers some of the most thorough scholarship on Holley, but the text is mostly comprised of 
the author’s fiction. Although most scholars of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
humor and women’s writing agree that Holley’s Samantha novels were both incredibly 
popular and bastions of feminist wit, none have yet undertaken a thorough study of her as a 
major contributor to American satire. In addition to the work by Templin and the humor 
studies of Gloria Kaufman and Nancy Walker, some of the best research on Holley was 
done by Cheri L. Ross, who differentiates between “female humor” and “feminist humor,” 
insisting that Samantha falls firmly into the latter category.  Some articles in the last few 
decades, like Gwendolyn B. Gwathmey have offered fresh takes on Holley’s work, but not 
specifically as a satirist.70 Most recently, Michael Epp has examined Holley’s humor in 
relationship to “the traffic in affect” and national identity, instantiating her influence on 
reformist politics.71 Similarly, Peter Schmidt includes Holley among the few authors of the 
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Confident Years who “heroically tried with various degrees of success to embody in their 
texts what a relatively egalitarian and multiracial—not racially stratified—democracy would 
look and sound like, how it would act, and how it would remember its own history. It was a 
vision of the nation’s destiny that had never yet been realized, much less fully expressed.”72 
The work of these and other scholars highlights the importance of Holley’s work to the 
history of American letters, and her connection to the other authors in this study whose 
writing presents a direct challenge to the notion of American innocence. I insist that Holley 
be included among the best satirists of the Confident Years. Through Samantha’s seemingly 
innocent observations, readers were able to gently deduce Holley’s political agenda, while 
laughing at the targets of her satire.  
 
“I am sick of wimmin’s rights, I don’t believe in ‘em.” 
It would be impossible to try to discuss all of Holley’s work in the span of a half-chapter of a 
dissertation. Therefore, I have chosen to examine selections focused on women’s rights, 
race, and religion from four different Samantha collections, ranging over several decades of 
Holley’s writing, as well as using the writer’s own words regarding how she came to write 
some of her books. From my perspective, Holley’s work is unique because of its single-
minded focus on feminist issues, but her writing should be considered for its treatment of 
organized religion and racial injustice as well. Like many other turn-of-the-century authors, 
Holley deploys problematic racial politics in her writing, but her work is not without its 
progressive ideological perspectives. David E.E. Sloane asserts that Holley’s writing 
implements “bold attacks on racism,” although Schmidt insists that it reveals a deep-seated 
paternalism.73 Some twenty-first century readers might take offense to Holley’s approach to 
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race, but my hope is that when viewed through the lens of her other politics, her position on 
race will seem more advanced. Additionally, while most scholars have focused on both 
Marietta Holley’s and Samantha’s deep religiosity, I would like to complicate that assessment 
by offering an alternative interpretation. While there is no question that Holley “wore her 
religion on her sleeve,” as Sloane puts it, her Samantha articulates a more critical view of the 
church than others have previously insinuated.74 I have selected a small group of excerpts—
covering a range of over twenty years—in order to highlight her particular approaches to 
feminism, race relations, and organized religion. Her radical approach to the tradition of the 
wise innocent and the crackerbox philosopher opened the door for other writers—men as 
well as women—to offer their socio-political critiques through popular humor. 
In her first full-length text, My Opinions and Betsey Bobbet’s, Holley makes her feminist 
intent clear from its preface. Her suffragist propaganda remained remarkably consistent over 
the course of her career, and she defined it early on using debates between the Allens and 
Samantha’s friend Betsey Bobbet. Betsey is a rather pathetic spinster, but Samantha pities 
her because her wrongheaded ideas aren’t all her own fault—they have been taught to Miss 
Bobbet by society. Both she and Josiah Allen play the role of the foolish foil to Samantha’s 
rustic sage, but Holley also presents the husband as sympathetic and worthy of Samantha’s 
“cast-iron affection,” despite how wrong he is about nearly everything that relates to women. 
One of the things that makes Holley’s treatment of her stock characters unique is her 
dedication to maintaining a “megum” position, that neither alienates her male audience nor 
insists on their elimination. Samantha wants to tackle society’s problems while remaining 
married—she merely insists on full legal participation in that society, on equal ground with 
Josiah and his fellow men. 
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 In the excerpt “A Allegory on Wimmen’s Rights,” Samantha neatly destroys most of 
the major arguments employed by nineteenth-century men to refuse women equal wages and 
the right to vote. The story’s setup is simple: when the Allens’ son wishes to borrow the 
mare to head to Jonesville to hear a lecture on “wimmin’s rights,” Josiah begins grumbling: 
“I wonder how many more fools are goin’ a caperin’ round the country preachin’ ‘em up—I 
am sick of wimmin’s rights, I don’t believe in ‘em.”75 This of course, “riled up the old Smith 
blood,” which is Samantha’s way of referring to both her maiden name and her female self. 
She immediately attacks Josiah for his lack of “noble look” and “big heart,” insinuating that 
it is his small stature that makes him unable to appreciate women—as she notes 
parenthetically, “Josiah don’t weigh quite one hundred by the steelyards.”76 Holley’s repeated 
references throughout the Samantha stories to the inversion of traditional size relations 
between man and wife represents just one of many of her humorous approaches to 
challenging contemporary ideas about the roles of men and women. The idea of Josiah 
protecting Samantha from anything is laughable, but by extension it forces Holley’s readers 
to think about whether or not they know other men or women for whom the traditional 
rules do not apply. If women are supposed to be small, weak, and in need of protection, then 
how can a woman such as Samantha exists? Or, to explore the correlative, how can a man 
such as Josiah? Such seemingly simple brushstrokes are one of the hallmarks of Holley’s 
genius at pointing out the absurdity of the status quo. 
One consistent observation among Holley scholars is how familiar some of the 
arguments sound, in the twentieth (and even the twenty-first) century. When Josiah tries to 
shrug off Samantha’s arguments, insisting: “the law loves wimmin and protects ‘em,” she 
retorts: “if the law loves wimmin so well, why don’t he give her as much wages as men get 
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for doing the same work? Why don’t he give her half as much?” While wage equality persists 
as an issue for American women long after Samantha’s time, her insistence on having her 
labor recognized and compensated aligns squarely with other women’s rights activists. In 
addition to being paid less than half of what men are for the same work, women in the 
nineteenth century were also forced to abide by rules and regulations they had no hand in 
making. As Josiah mutters “wimmin haint no business with the laws of the country,” 
Samantha counters: “if they haint no business with the law, the law haint no business with 
them.” Employing a classic satirical device by comparing women to “lunatics and idiots,” 
Samantha points out that all three are left out of lawmaking, but only women are subject to 
its punishment. It is in debates such as these where Holley’s attack on American 
exceptionalism becomes the most clear. She repeatedly articulates a woman’s lack of rights in 
a supposed democracy, and highlights the consequences both women and society suffer as a 
result of that basic injustice. Through Samantha, she demonstrates how even “innocent little 
children” suffer under a system that instantiates injustice while purporting to be just.77  
Holley’s attack on the mythos of American innocence reveals itself more fully as 
Samantha continues her (relatively one-sided) debate with Josiah. The performative 
ignorance required to maintain a stance like Mr. Allen’s becomes increasingly strained as 
Samantha calls upon American history to support her case: “‘Methought I once heard the 
words,’ sighs the female, ‘True government consists in the consent of the governed;’ did I 
dream them, or did the voice of a luny pour them into my ear?” By connecting the insanity 
of the “luny” who has more protection under the law than any woman to the unreason of 
denying women basic civil rights, Samantha calls upon her audience to challenge the nation’s 
view of itself.  She groans “I can be hung by the political rope, but I can’t help twist 
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it...would that I had the sweet rights of my wild and foolish companions, the idiots and 
lunys.” She goes on by mocking the basic justice of the laws men have created by 
underscoring how often wickedness is either rewarded or ignored, using examples from the 
Bible as well as American history. Samantha continues to accentuate the flaws in the legal 
system by noting some of the inconsistencies regarding the law’s view of women. When she 
tries to protest that a woman should not be sent to jail because “a woman’s place is home” 
and she has house-work to do, Samantha’s version of the law responds with contempt: 
“House-work! jest as if house-work is goin’ to stand in the way of the noble administration 
of the law. I admit the recklessness and immorality of her leavin’ that holy haven, long 
enough to vote—but I guess she can leave her house-work long enough to be condemned, 
and hung, and so forth.”78 Holley’s satire at the ridiculousness of this perspective continues 
unabated when Samantha attempts to bring a nursing infant into the debate. The law 
responds: “the peculiar conditions of motherhood only unfits a female woman from ridin’ to 
town with her husband, in a covered carriage, once a year, and layin’ her vote on a pole. I’ll 
have you understand it is no hindrance to her at all in a cold and naked cell, or in a public 
court room crowded with men.” She repeatedly returns to the lament “would that I were a 
idiot; alas! is it not possible that I may become even now a luny?—then I should be 
respected.” The absurdity that “a idiot” or “a luny” would earn more respect than the 
eminently reasonable Samantha cannot be missed, in addition to the absurdity of comparing 
women like Mrs. Allen with angels. The piece ends with Samantha highlighting the amount 
of physical labor required to do “women’s work,” and Josiah worming his way out of 
chopping some wood. In a silent moment of simultaneous feminist resistance and feminine 
acquiescence, the last sentence finds Samantha “with lofty emotions surgin’ in [her] breast,” 
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heaving up her axe and heading for the wood-pile. With the Samantha sketches, Marietta 
Holley exemplifies the knowing wink at American innocence that concerns this larger study.  
Holley continually returns to the idea that women are strong enough to handle 
anything that the men in their lives might. Although their work is often trivialized by its 
association with the domestic, women like Holley did their best to draw attention to the 
heavy workload managed by the average American woman. In “Wimmin’s Speah,” also 
originally published in My Opinions, Samantha establishes herself from the outset as someone 
who is always engaged in physical (and often emotional) labor.  Even when she is at rest and 
in conversation with Betsey, she is still trying to “double some carpet yarn.” As will become 
usual over the course of more than twenty Samantha novels, Betsey and Josiah present their 
traditional views on the “wimmin’s speah,” and Samantha wearily but reasonably refutes 
every point. As Betsey recounts how she literally tried to ensnare “our deah New Preacher,” 
she avers that “it is not in the wimmin’s speah to vote.” Josiah heartily agrees that women 
“haint got the rekrisite strength to vote, she is too fraguile.” Holley’s choice of 
alternative/dialect spelling for “fragile” also hints at her lampoon of innocence, hinting at 
the “guile” required to believe what Josiah is saying. Of course, given Holley’s penchant for 
illustrating the absurd through juxtaposition, she follows up Josiah’s assertion with his 
request for Samantha to bring in the milk can, since he is in “stockin’ feet.” His wife 
rejoinders: “If I am too fraguile to handle a paper vote, Josiah Allen, I am too fraguile to life 
100 and 50 pounds of milk”—which, it is worth noting, is half again Josiah’s size.79 By 
highlighting the absurdity of the argument that politics is too rough for a woman’s delicate 
constitution, both Holley and Samantha demolish one of the major rationales to keep 
women out of serious governance.  
  
38 
One of the aspects of Holley’s feminist perspective that may have made her more 
appealing to a broad audience was her insistence that women reckon with their own 
foolishness and incongruity, as well as men. Samantha continually upbraids Betsey for failing 
to examine the absurdity of her positions. When Betsey declares it “revoltin’ to female 
delicacy to go to the poles and vote,” Samantha immediately dismantles her inherited ideas 
about “female delicacy.” She stresses the hypocrisy of women who are willing to “be 
introduced to a man, who for all you know may be a retired pirate, and have him walk up 
and hug you by the hour, to the music of the fiddle and a base violin?” Samantha sees 
indelicacy in “waltzin’ with promiscuous sinners” more than walking “decently to the pole” 
and voting. Betsey replies: “But if you vote you have got to go before a board of men, and 
how tryin’ to delicacy that would be.” Again underscoring Betsey’s inherited ideas, Samantha 
ridicules the notion that a woman engaging in legislative enterprise would be less than 
feminine: “I went before a board of men when I joined the meetin’ house, and when I got 
the premium for my rage carpet, and I still live and call myself a respectable character.”80 
After Samantha proposes that a female board receive the votes of women too afraid of 
appearing indelicate before a group of men, Betsey extends her line of argument: “It would 
be such public business Josiah Allen’s wife for a woman to receive votes.” Samantha snorts 
in response with a list of supposedly acceptable “public” activities for women: “I dont know 
as it would be any more public business, than to sell Episcopal pin cushions, Methodist I 
scream, or Baptist water melons, by the hour to a permiscuus crowd.” While knocking down 
Betsey’s illogic, Samantha also hints at the idea that women are only allowed to participate in 
such forums that promote either religion or recreation—not legislation or reform. Again, her 
choice of spelling with “Methodist I scream”—the author’s own denomination—suggests a 
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more playful attitude towards spirituality than others have concluded. 
While Betsey tries to protest that voting would “devouh too much of a female’s time, 
she would not have time to vote, and perform the other duties that are incumbent on her,” 
Samantha provides a dizzying list of things that women allow to “devouh” their time. Holley 
clearly has no patience with female vanity, and her attack is focused on those women who 
would rather spend their days “frizzin’ thier front hair” than “an act as simple and short as 
puttin’ a letter into the post office.” Through Samantha, Holley continues her attack on the 
priorities of Americans who supposedly take so much pride in their democracy. Although 
Betsey thinks that the “study that would be inevitable on a female in ordeh to make her vote 
intelligably” would be “too wearing” on women, Samantha asserts: “wimmin should read a 
little about the nation she lives in, and the laws that protects her if she keeps ‘em, and hangs 
and imprisoners her if she breaks ‘em?” Continuing her line of argument from earlier in the 
novel but shifting the focus of her criticism away from the men who make the laws, she 
derides “wimmmen that can’t find the time to read the constitution.”81 Her scorn becomes 
more inclusive as Samantha warms up in her “eppisoddin,” noting: “But if wimmen don’t 
read about the laws they’ll know as much as some other folks do.” Josiah Allen’s wife 
ridicules men like her husband “whose study into national affairs didn’t wear on ‘em enough 
to kill ‘em at all.” Samantha underscores her condemnation of ill-informed voters by 
impugning those who indulge in alcohol and “would sell their votes for a drink of whiskey” 
as well as men “who didn’t know as much as their wives did,” all while casting withering 
glances at Josiah. Holley’s two pet issues—suffrage and temperance—are clearly linked in 
Samantha’s rationale, and her arguments for both highlight her commitment to pointing out 
the separation between American principles and practices.  
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 Betsey vainly continues to try to make a case for the “wimmen’s speah” by 
protesting that it would sound “awful and revolting” to “heah the faih and softeh sex talking 
about tariffs and caurkusses.” Again, Samantha launches into a list of “awful and revolting” 
things that most women are more than happy to discuss, from “backbitin’ their neighbors” 
to “tearin’ the characters of other wimmen into bits.” She asserts “the very reason why 
men’s talk as a general thing is a nobler thing than wimmen’s, is because they have nobler 
things to think about...fill a woman’s mind with big, noble-sized thoughts, and she won’t talk 
such little back bitin’ gossip as she does now.”82 Josiah, of course, scoffs at the idea, and 
mutters that women would only vote for the most handsome or charming candidate; “they 
wouldn’t stand up onto principle as men do.” Holley here emphasizes Samantha’s anger with 
her use of exclamation marks and repetition of her “low but awful deep tones of voice.” 
When Samantha terrifies her husband into leaving the room, Betsey decides to read her 
friend some poetry she has written about the “wimmen’s speah,” which incites the sage to 
respond “Shet up about your speah’s.”83 She wisely points out the large number of 
unmarried and widowed women who are excluded from Betsey’s notion of matrimony as the 
true “speah” of womanhood. Samantha also makes an eloquent case for marriage based on 
love alone, and points out that if women had the right to vote, they wouldn’t be forced into 
unhappy marriages: “it stands to reason that a woman wont marry a man she dont love, for a 
home, if she is capable of makin’ one for herself.”84 The voice of the narrator echoes the 
beliefs of her author in this particular instance, as Marietta Holley herself refused to enter 
into marriage and chose to make a home for herself and her adopted daughter by the work 
of her pen.  
The writer chose Samantha as the vehicle for her feminist beliefs, but also as a 
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reflection of her own relationship with religion. While Holley’s spirituality has been well-
documented by some scholars, many believe that her religious focus has affected her 
inclusion in the canon.85 This is particularly ironic given that many argue that Twain’s Letters 
from the Earth, from the fourth chapter of this study, was similarly excluded for its atheism.86 
Samantha frequently uses arguments from the Bible and examples from the “meetin’ house” 
to support her case for “wimmen’s rights,” and her religion and feminism are inextricably 
intertwined. That is not to say, however, that Holley’s relationship with religion is one of 
uncomplicated affection; her personal spirituality embraces a wide range of Christian mystic 
beliefs, but she also sees the church as both a reflection of and a tool for the subordination 
of women. In keeping with her attitudes towards the distance between democratic principles 
and practices, Holley uses Samantha to critique the aspects of Christianity that are less than 
generous to women. The feminist utopian authors in the third chapter of this study, Mary E. 
Bradley Lane and Charlotte Perkins Gilman, articulate similar attacks on religious sexism, but 
only Holley does so from a position of religious devotion. In the same way that framing 
Samantha as “Josiah Allen’s wife” made Holley’s tales more palatable to male readers, so too 
did choosing to situate her narrator as a pious, righteous woman appeal to Holley’s religious 
readership. Whether this was a marketing strategy or a choice based on personal feeling one 
may never know, but the evidence seems to support the assertion that Holley shared 
Samantha’s ardent spiritualism in spite of her challenges to certain sexist practices.87 
Although most scholars have focused on the frequent mention of religion in the 
Samantha stories, few have investigated the complex nature of her critiques of how men use 
religion as yet another way to subordinate women. In Samantha among the Bretheren (1890), 
Holley takes on the role of the “Meetin’ House” in the lives of Methodist women like 
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Samantha. However, her concerns touch upon the roles played by women of all religions, 
particularly Christian ones. Samantha’s issues in the text stem from actual debates 
surrounding the 1888 General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, giving 
historical weight to her arguments.88 Although women were subject to the same rules as men 
within the religious community, they were forbidden from attending the conference or 
holding a seat at the delegation. Samantha, of course, takes her “ink stand off the manteltry 
piece” and gets down to her “literary pursuits” in service of “The Cause of Eternal Justice.” 
She complains to Josiah: “the Meetin’ House hain’t a-actin’ right about wimmen. The 
Founder of the Church wuz born of woman. It wuz on a woman’s heart that His head wuz 
pillowed first and last.”89 Despite the central role women play in the church, however, they 
are not considered equal partners in faith. Samantha tackles the exclusion of women by 
highlighting their importance. While the men are focused on more worldly, capitalist 
concerns, Samantha and her fellow “Methodist Sisters” meet in secret and decide to raise 
money to improve the meeting house. Although the men insist upon excluding the women 
from church governance, they are more than happy to allow them to do the hard work of 
fixing up the church: “The men had said that in such church work as that wimmen had a 
perfect right to help, to stand side by side with the male brothers, and do half, or more than 
half or even all the work.” This theme recurs frequently in Holley’s work, and Samantha 
often gives voice to the invisibility of housework described by Jeanne Boydston and others.90 
Mrs. Allen observes: “It wuz a tremendous hard undertakin’ we had took onto ourselves, 
with all our spring’s work on hand, and not one of us Sistesr kep a hired girl at the time, and 
we had to do our own house cleanin’, paintin’ floors, makin’ soap, spring sewin’, etc., besides 
our common housework.” Samantha’s to-do lists are always exhausting, particularly when 
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considered in light of the fact that the chores she mentions are on top of “common 
housework” and fixing up the “meetin’ house.” In spite of the women’s evident capability to 
handle a strain, however, the men agree that tasks such as organizing conferences or 
deciding upon salaries for the Bishops are too “hard and arjuous” for the women to bear: 
“there a line had to be drawed, wimmen must not be permitted to strain herself in no such 
ways—nor resk the tender delicacy of her nature, by settin’ in a meetin’ house as a delegate 
by the side of a man once a year.” Holley’s choice of words here recalls Samantha’s first 
arguments in favor of women getting the right to vote—if women can handle the “arjuous” 
tasks of their daily lives, they shouldn’t find participating in the legislative activities of their 
churches or states too stressful. Unfortunately for the Sisters, though, the Brothers agree 
that allowing the women to participate in the conference—besides doing the physical labor 
of fixing up the meeting house, of course—would be “too resky.”91 But the men are “all on 
‘em unanimous on this pint—we could work all we wanted to.”  
Holley ties her critique of men’s subordination of women in the church to her attack 
on the lack of equal rights for women in America. Recalling the historical debate over 
women’s position at the 1888 Methodist conference, Samantha drily notes: “It seems to take 
quite a knack to know jest when the word laymen means men and when it means wimmen.” 
Her foolish foil Josiah takes the bait and responds: “It takes a man’s mind to grapple with it; 
wimmen’s minds are too weak to tackle it. It is jest as it is with that word ‘men’ in the 
Declaration of Independence. Now that word ‘men,’ in that Declaration, means men some 
of the time, and some of the time men and wimmen both. It means both sexes when it 
relates to punishment, taxin’ property, obeyin’ the laws strictly, etc., etc., and then it goes 
right on the very next minute and means men only, as to wit, namely, votin’, takin’ charge of 
  
44 
public matters, makin’ laws, etc.”92 While other have tied Holley’s critique of the church 
squarely to her focus on women’s rights, when taken in consideration with her other 
challenges to American innocence, these critiques highlight the sharper edges of her satire. 
Unlike her successor Dunne and her friend Twain, Holley saw national identity as rooted in 
Christianity, but challenged the ways that organized religion denied women their rights. By 
deploying the crackerbox philosopher trope to attack the notion that the nation can 
overlook its own flaws, Holley participates in a long tradition of satirists that articulate 
wisdom through the persona of a rube.  
One of the aspects of Samantha that makes her contribution to the trope unique is 
that although she is an innocent, she is not the target of the writer’s humor or scorn. That 
role falls most often to her husband, Josiah, or her spinster friend Betsey. Josiah Allen’s 
description of “statesmanship” provides an excellent example of how Holley uses 
Samantha’s foils to highlight the suffragette’s sagacity. After regaling Samantha with dexterity 
of mind required to understand when the Declaration of Independence refers to men rather 
than women, he provides this gem: “Now take that claws, ‘All men are born free and equal.’ 
Now half of that means men, and the other half men and wimmen. Now to understand 
them words perfect you have got to divide the tex. ‘Men are born.” That means men and 
wimmen both—men and wimmen are both born, nobody can dispute that. Then comes the 
next claws, ‘Free and equal.’ Now that means men only—anybody with one eye can see 
that.” Aside from Josiah’s shaky grasp of grammar—which is shared by his much wiser 
wife—his logic is absurd. Holley allows the absurdity to shine through with no interruption 
from Samantha, and Josiah continues to dig his own grave: “Then the claws, ‘True 
government consists.’ That means men and wimmen both—consists—of course the 
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government consists of men and wimmen, ’twould be a fool who would dispute that. ‘In the 
consent of the governed.’ That means men alone. Do you see, Samantha?” Linking the 
notion of the fool and the one-eyed who are both wise enough to understand his notion of 
statesmanship, Josiah highlights his lack of understanding of the most basic civil liberties. 
Holley returns to the notion of the “consent of the governed,” as she did in My Opinions, and 
has Samantha coolly and “merely” mention: “there is three times es many wimmen in the 
meetin’ house es there is men.” Although the proportions are higher at the meeting house, 
given nineteenth-century mores about women and moral purity, Samantha emphasizes one 
of the major points of feminism: women are, in fact, the majority.  
Holley, like Samantha, wishes to hold that majority responsible for her share in the 
absurdity of the status quo. In “On Winkin’ at Men’s Sins,” originally published in Samantha 
at the Centennial (1884), Samantha regales her friend Sister Minkley with her thoughts on “the 
subject of wimmen.” Demonstrating the connections between women as liminal figures in 
all cultures, Samantha pities women of various faiths: from “sad eyed Eastern wimmen with 
veiled faces, toys, or beasts of burden, not darin’ to uncover their faces to the free air and 
light of heaven, because man willed it so;” to “Western wimmen...carryin’ the babies, the 
house, and household furniture on their backs, while the men, unburdened and feathered 
out nobly, walked in front of ‘em, smoking calmly, and meditatin’ on the inferiority of 
wimmen.” From East to West, Samantha sees men as the source of women’s subjugation—
not religion itself, unlike some other female authors. She also refuses to put women on a 
pedestal, noting she “never contended wimmen was perfect, far from it.” Josiah Allen’s wife 
takes issue with the injustices of gender roles within religious communities; her main 
concerns are “justice, equal rights, and a fair dividin’ of the burdens of life.” Her words echo 
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the American precepts contained within the documents of the Founding Fathers, and help 
to tie her critique of the church to her confrontation with the notion of American 
exceptionalism. In the United States, as in the rest of the world, men force women to submit 
to their will and to unfairly bear a heavy share of “the burdens of life.” Samantha connects 
this idea to the concept of innocence by challenging Adam’s version of events in the Bible: 
“when Adam and Eve eat that apple, jest as quick as Adam swallowed it—probable he most 
choked himself with the core, he was in such an awful hurry to get his mouth clear, so he 
could lay the blame onto Eve.”93 She goes on to insist: “When two human souls turn the 
Eden of their innocence into a garden of guilt, punish ‘em both alike, and don’t turn her out 
into the wilderness alone; don’t flash the flamin’ sword of your righteous indignation in her 
eyes and not in hisen.”94 Holley directly connects the notion of innocence to the 
performative ignorance to require its adoption by men or women. No one is exceptional, she 
argues, and each is required to accept responsibility for his or her actions. However, she 
instantiates in her piece, the injustice of inequality within the church does not square with 
the democratic idealism articulated by American principles. By positioning her appraisal of 
American innocence within a diatribe against the injustice practiced by men of various 
religions, Holley’s Samantha takes on the national naiveté required to believe in the mythos 
of exceptionalism.  
After blustering about how society has winked at the sins of Adam, Samantha turns 
her attention to Abraham, Sarah and Hagar. She wishes she had been “neighbor to ‘em,” so 
that she “could have convinced Abraham that he was a doin’ a cowardly and ungenerous act 
by Hagar,” because the child was Abraham’s “as well as hern, and you [Abraham], to say the 
least of it, are as guilty as she is.”95 Again attacking the concept of innocence and guilt, she is 
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careful to underscore that the sins are of the man and not his creator. She notes: “why, this 
woman’s wrongs and misery opened the very gates of Heaven, and God’s own voice 
comforted and consoled her; again Eternal Justice and Mercy spoke out of Heaven for 
wimmen.” Samantha’s criticism is for “his children on earth” who “continue to be so deaf 
and dumb—deaf as a stun—for 6000 years.” Josiah Allen’s wife insists that since the days of 
the Old Testament, “the Hagars have fared hard, and the Abrahams have got along first rate; 
the Hagars have been turned out into the desert to die there, and the Abrahams that ruined 
‘em, have increased in flocks and herds.” Samantha employs a classic satirical technique, 
which both criticizes her audience while appealing to her readers’ better natures: “I declare 
for’t it is the singularest thing I ever see, or hearn tell on, how folks that are so just in 
everything else, are so blinded in this one.” Knowing that most people would prefer to 
consider themselves “just” than “deaf and dumb,” Holley has Samantha ask her readers to 
reconsider their position on women’s rights by catering to their sense of exceptionalism. 
Once again demonstrating a savvy awareness of her broad audience, Holley has Samantha 
criticize women for their own role in being denied their rights, as well. In the same way 
Americans like to wink at their own guilt while proclaiming their innocence, Samantha 
observes: “as a rule the female sect wink at men’s sins, but not a wink can you ever git out of 
them about our sins. Not a wink. We have got to toe the mark in morals, and we ort to make 
them toe the mark.”96 As a result of women refusing to hold men to the same moral 
standards to which they are held, Samantha asserts, men “can’t respect us now, to toady and 
keep a winkin’ at em when they wont at us...We ort to require as much purity and virtue in 
them, as they do in us, and stop winkin.’” As if to prove Samantha’s point, her tirade has put 
her friend sister Minkley to sleep. Once again, Holley indulges her readers by connecting 
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them with Samantha’s audience. Mrs. Allen says “but truly, she haint to blame. She has bad 
spells—a sort of weakness she can’t help.” This technique allows her readers to let 
themselves off of the hook for not getting as worked up as Samantha has about the rights of 
women and the hypocrisy of religion, but also gently suggests that they should maybe wake 
up and take action.   
One thing shared in common by the satirists in this study is that they all suggest, on 
some level, that liminal groups work together in order to enact progress. Whether appealing 
to their readers based on their class, race, or gender identity, each of these authors insist 
through their fiction (as well as their personal lives) that the solution to many of the 
problems of the Gilded Age lies within collective engagement. Unfortunately, some of them 
also can reflect contemporary ideologies in a way that might make twenty-first-century 
readers uncomfortable. While Holley’s treatment of race may have been sensitive from her 
own perspective, it may sometimes appear paradoxically problematic. For example, Samantha 
Among the Colored Folks: My Ideas on the Race Problem (1894) opens with this seemingly 
enlightened dedication: “To all who work for the advancement of true liberty, irrespective of 
color or sex, this book is inscribed.” However, that liberal phrase is encased within a cover 
that depicts black children as grinning stereotypes, with images that would offend many 
today.97 Ultimately, though, Holley deploys her wit to attack those who would try to uphold 
the ideals of American democracy as something exceptional, while ignoring the plight of the 
marginalized at home. To pretend innocence during a time of great guilt, Holley insists, 
requires a great deal of performative ignorance. Ten years prior to Colored Folks, in Samantha 
at the Centennial, Josiah Allen’s wife connects her ability to focus on the “wimmen question” 
with the emancipation of the slaves. Again, however, her political message is murky because 
  
49 
she also links “the black African” with “the mortgage on her farm” being “released.” A 
generous reading might suggest that Holley is being intentionally inflammatory here, by 
pointing out the ways in which slavery makes property out of people, but unfortunately her 
intent is unclear. Later in the same text, when Samantha is admiring her own persuasiveness, 
she expresses concern for the plight of the black American while using offensive language: 
“I don’t believe I had been any more eloquent sense war times; I used to get awful eloquent 
then, talkin’ about the colored niggers.”98 David E.E. Sloane praises Holley’s “bold attacks 
on racism” in her work, but argues that it suffers from a lack of “modern” setting, and 
suggests this is one of the main reasons Holley has been largely forgotten, in spite of her 
popularity.99 Like Twain, she employed dialect and vernacular to drive her points home to 
her very broad audience, but unlike Twain her legacy has faded over time. Holley explicitly 
stated that her intention in writing about the race problem was to “do good,” to try to help 
the American people become aware of their “danger,” as they were “sitting on a volcano that 
was liable at any time to burst out into ruin.”100 She hoped to articulate the absurdity of 
contemporary racial ideology by using satire and humor to encourage her audience towards 
reform, but she does so with mixed results. 
Holley herself gives weight to the value of in-character satire in her depiction of how 
she came to compose her early Samantha volumes. In “How I Wrote My First Books,” 
Holley claims that Samantha Among the Colored Folks was written in response to the pleas of 
“two wise men,” clergymen from the South and the East, who insisted that she address the 
subject. The eastern preacher implores her: “I want you to write a book on the race problem. 
I think it is your duty; no one else could do it so well.” Holley maintains he believed she 
could “wrap [her] humor round the argument, and that no one, black or white, would be 
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offended.” The idea of humor as a sort of cushion to the blow of satire dates back to the 
earliest works of Juvenal, and thereby connects Holley to a long line of political-reform-
minded authors who utilized comedic stereotypes to send serious messages. Through the 
innocent housewife Samantha, Holley managed to convey radically progressive feminist 
ideology, challenge the idea of America as an innocent nation, and appeal to her readers’ 
sense of democratic idealism, often all at the same time. In so doing, she continued a 
tradition of crackerbox philosophers in American literature that includes Finley Peter 
Dunne’s Mr. Dooley and endures to this day. 
 
Mr. Dooley: the Immigrant’s Advocate 
Finley Peter Dunne’s bartender Martin Dooley provided a voice for the Irish-American 
population in Chicago. While the Irishman had been a popular caricature on the stage and a 
frequent comic target throughout the nineteenth century, more often than not he was the 
butt of the joke. Dunne toys with this idea in his narratives, making Mr. Dooley walk the line 
between laughing at us and at himself. As Walter Blair and Raven I. McDavid observe: 
“Unlike most of America’s horse-sensible commentators, the man has a keen sense of 
humor that allows him to be ironic and witty on purpose, although he often pretends that, 
like his predecessors, he is being funny without knowing he is.”101 That innocent approach 
made Dooley able to comment on a wide range of political and social issues without drawing 
censure or ire. Dunne’s son later contended that to read the works of Mark Twain and 
Finley Peter Dunne was to “recapture a vision of innocence. The Victorian mirage of a 
constantly improving world still held firm on their horizon. Their eyes were clear, but clear 
with optimism...When they struck out at injustice, it was in the faith that justice would 
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ultimately prevail.” Although the satirists of the Confident Years shared the ethos of their 
age, Dunne in particular “was no Pangloss. His optimism was streaked with cynicism and 
fatalism, as became a son of Ireland. He was far from naïve. But he could not have been a 
child of his century and not shared the common belief in the permanence and the essential 
rightness of human progress.”102  
 Dunne was part of a generation of journalists that blurred the boundaries of humor 
and satire, and his Dooley pieces helped to challenge many native-born Americans’ ideas 
about the recent wave of Irish immigrants. As John Lowe articulates, “Humor intersects all 
human boundaries and enters into virtually every aspect of life; it has functioned in a 
particularly important way in the difficult and complex process of ‘Americanization’ that 
every national ‘family’ has experienced.” Dunne was clever enough to realize that “humor, 
which so often is created by yoking opposite ideas, events, or people in incongruous 
conjunction, may also be used to bring people closer together in a human community, 
through laughter that focuses on the human condition rather than merely the ethnic 
condition. It can also understand history better through the lens of humor.” Lowe concurs 
with Dunne’s political purpose, highlighting his desire to reform his society through humor: 
“the comic newspaper column frequently used humor as a come-on and a mask, for under 
the pose was a preacher, and under the jokes was a jeremiad...under the guise of making fun 
of rampant greed and corruption.”103 That mask of innocent comedy allowed Mr. Dooley to 
sharpen the edge of his satiric sword and strike out at a wide range of social, political, and 
economic injustices. 
 Finley Peter Dunne was born Peter Dunne in 1867—he added his mother’s maiden 
name, Finley, to his nom de plume in 1888.104 Both of his parents were born in Ireland and 
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immigrated to Chicago, making their son a first-generation Irish-American. His father, Peter, 
was a carpenter who fought to keep his bright boy from being forced into the priesthood, 
and his mother raised Dunne and his six siblings in a home that encouraged reading and 
learning. The Dunnes recognized the future author’s genius early on, and he was the only 
boy in his family to attend high school. He drank in an atmosphere steeped in Irish heritage, 
surrounded by policemen and local politicians who provided the boy with an invaluable 
social education. Unfortunately, however, tragedy struck the family when young Peter was 
still in middle school, and his mother came down with tuberculosis. Her long illness and 
death while he was a teenager contributed to Peter’s poor performance in school, and he 
abandoned hopes of a university education. As luck would have it, however, this change of 
plans led him to his ultimate career path: the newspaper. He began working at the Chicago 
Telegram when he was only sixteen, in 1884. In keeping with many of his contemporaries like 
Twain, Holley, and Howells, his work in journalism opened the doors to a life of letters.  
 Dunne’s writing prowess became clear to his superiors early in his career, and his 
local Irish connections gave him the inside scoop on firehouse, court and police reporting. 
He was quickly promoted and then just as quickly lured away, in 1885, by a more successful 
newspaper, the Chicago Daily News.105 Charles Fanning has argued that his new editor, 
humorist and sports fan Harry Ten Eyck White, encouraged Dunne to create his signature 
witty style, and wrote some pieces in which can be found the roots of Dunne’s Mr. Dooley, 
particularly his series of sketches of an Irish family living on Archer Avenue. At the Daily 
News, Dunne also worked with esteemed local humorist Eugene Field, who, according to 
Fanning, proved that “newspaper humor could pay,” and inspired Dunne to embrace his gift 
for amusing writing. Over the course of his time at the periodical, Dunne made major 
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contributions to the history of journalism in general and sports reporting in particular.106 He 
focused on both conventional reporting and special features, and it was during this time he 
took his deceased mother’s maiden name as his middle name and reversed it, calling himself 
Finley Peter Dunne for the first time in 1888. After continued success, that same year, 
Dunne was again hired away, this time by the Chicago Times. His popularity helped the 
newspaper to invigorate its circulation, and his political coverage led to his promotion to city 
editor at the tender age of twenty-one. Yet again, however, he was enticed to leave the Times 
for the Chicago Tribune.  
 The first Mr. Dooley sketches appeared in the Chicago Post, his later home, in 1893, 
two full decades after Holley’s crackerbox philosopher Samantha made her debut, but these 
were often published either without a byline or using only Dunne’s initials. His main 
motivation in writing the dialect pieces was financial, as he received extra pay for special 
features. Prior to introducing the legendary Martin Dooley to the world, however, Dunne 
experimented with Colonel McNeery—a very thinly veiled version of a real-life Irish 
bartender in the writer’s Chicago neighborhood.107 When the popularity of those sketches 
drove the actual local sage to complain to Dunne’s editor, Dunne shifted the character to a 
fictional barkeep named Martin and the setting to “Archey Road,” and thereby introduced 
the world to Mr. Dooley’s opinions.  
Much like his contemporary Holley, who believed her true calling was as a poetess, 
Dunne preferred the “serious” work of muckraking journalism to humorous dialect fiction. 
Holley declared it much to her dismay that her editor preferred the Samantha pieces over her 
poetry in her own autobiography, and Dunne immediately stopped writing Dooley pieces as 
soon as he was financially stable.108 Like many contemporary authors and scholars, they saw 
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humor as a lesser form of writing, but utilized it specifically to share their political ideologies 
with their readers. By embracing the trope of the crackerbox philosopher, each contributed 
to a longstanding American tradition while calling other national customs into question. 
Holley and Dunne each wished for their readers to not only laugh at their work, but also to 
see themselves in it, and to take progressive action to change the punchlines. 
“Political humor is a privilege of the innocent and the secure.” 
Dunne’s writing was popular in Chicago long before his work was well-known in other parts 
of the country; many have referred to the Spanish-American War as Dunne’s national 
“opportunity.”109 Contemporary reviews of Dunne’s work often mentioned Dooley’s 
predecessor, Col. McNeery, and like Holley, he seems to have suffered the canonical curse of 
popularity, largely losing esteem because of his broad readership as well as his heavy brogue. 
In their anthology of American humor, Walter Blair and Raven I. McDavid, Jr., essentially 
dismiss FPD as a serious satirist, calling him instead merely a “funny fellow.” They argue: 
“for the most part, the brutal political satire died away after the conflict ended,” and 
Dooley’s “genial pontifications” often “weren’t concerned with his country’s politics at all. 
Many of Mr. Dooley’s most prized remarks concerned human nature rather than 
controversial issues.”110 My claim is that Dooley’s best work always called for his readers to 
take progressive action, both at home and at the polls. In his excellent investigation of 
Chicago journalism, James DeMuth traces the origins of Mr. Dooley’s wit and wisdom. He 
portrays how membership in the Whitechapel Club sharpened Finley Peter Dunne’s wits and 
stimulated his intellect, but also how writing about sports led to the author’s early mastery of 
vernacular. He pinpoints the murder of Dr. Cronin as the roots of Dunne’s true skepticism 
regarding political corruption, as well as the origin of the journalist’s devotion to 
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muckraking. Through Dooley, Dunne commented on a wide range of reform issues, from 
the Pullman strike to American imperial delusions. DeMuth connects Dooley to a long line 
of crackerbox philosophers, like Holley’s Samantha, who lampoon American extremes but 
present the most scorn “for those native Americans who demean or subvert the institutions 
and values for which the nation uniquely stood.”111 In keeping with Samantha, Dooley 
mocks frivolous fashions and high society to assure his audience he is just like them, while 
commenting on such exotic topics as the World’s Fair and incursions in the Philippines. 
DeMuth argues: “Dooley challenges the Protestant reform-minded native Chicagoans who 
fear the alien nature of the immigrant and wish to curtail their civil liberties and the 
democratic equality of the social lives of the shanty Irish of Bridgeport.”112 Dunne and 
Dooley, in DeMuth’s estimation, helped Americans to become more comfortable with the 
recent wave of Irish immigrants, but they also forced nativist readers to laugh at their own 
discomfort. In his challenge to American exceptionalism through Dooley’s philosophy, 
Dunne “contrasts the degradation the Irish had suffered in Ireland with the security and 
dignity they discovered as Americans. Most frequently he satirizes those exceptional 
Americans who envy the Old World privileges of the Irish landlords and British 
imperialists.”113 By pointing out the connections between the landlords, the imperialists, and 
American nativists, Dunne scoffs at the notion that America is historically, socially, or 
economically innocent.   
 Despite the biting wit and political import of the Dooley pieces, they are rarely 
studied today. Many scholars insist the reason for Dunne’s lack of canonical inclusion and 
esteem is because of Dooley’s heavy brogue. Max Morath calls the dialect “unreadable” and 
insists that the publication of a “translated and refurbished” text of Dooley’s musings—with 
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his “ramblings” abridged—would do a great deal to reverse Dunne’s current relative 
anonymity. However, Otis Pease strongly disagrees with Morath’s argument: “to reduce 
them to straight English would destroy most of the bite and the savor of the first and 
possibly the last truly inspired Irish saloonkeeper in American letters. The dialect in fact 
grown on one after a page or two, and the insights tend never to be forgotten”114 Both 
Holger Kersten and John Lowe maintain the value of dialect humor, in contrast with those 
who believe that writing in the vernacular is always meant as an insult to the speaker of the 
dialect. Kersten rejects the “deficiency model” of “nonstandard language” and argues that a 
writer like Dunne creates new forms and patterns through dialect to “free himself from the 
strictures of the literary tradition and to explore the communicative potential of innovative 
linguistic forms.”115 He calls the vernacular an “alternative type of discourse” that helped 
Americans dealing with new ethnic groups to acquire “a framework of understanding that 
allowed them to transcend a one-dimensional interpretation of dialect as a marker of 
ethnicity.”116 Kersten concurs with both Dunne and Holley in his assessment of the role of 
the vernacular in satire: 
The unconventional language served as a device to extend an author’s creative 
possibilities. It permitted him or her to engage in role-playing: speaking from the 
perspective of an ethnic character offered the advantage of presenting American life 
from the outside, thus creating an opportunity for revealing things otherwise 
invisible to members of the dominant culture. Although the resulting observations 
could produce a satirical effect, its impact was cushioned by the humorous 
framework.117 
 
In keeping with other scholars of Dunne, he agrees that the author came to prominence 
during the Spanish-American war, when Dooley became nationally syndicated: “the local 
sage changed into an outwardly naïve but actually very shrewd observer and commentator 
on American politics.”118 Like the utopians in the following two chapters, the outsiders, 
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Dooley and Samantha, show the insiders what their life looks like to those unfamiliar with 
American conventions. Kersten observes how the stage tradition of comic Irishman made it 
hard for Irish to be taken seriously, but that Dunne and Dooley managed to change that. 
Like Lowe, he calls dialect “the language of the folk,” a rebellion against the status quo. 
Lowe details how ethnic humor such as Dunne’s can be transformed through “inversion” 
from a “weapon of oppression wielded by the group in power” to “a weapon of 
liberation.”119 Lowe instantiates how “the rustic satirist is less inclined to draw the ire of the 
urbane reader” and describes how Dunne uses this “ploy to great advantage, mounting 
savage attacks on the central government and the excesses of mainstream capitalist society in 
a curiously disarming manner.”120 Lowe connects Dooley to a long line of innocent-seeming 
rustics, from Silenius, Socrates, Rabelais to Brother Jonathan and Uncle Sam, noting what 
distinguishes Dooley among the crackerbox philosophers is because he is part of oppressed 
ethnic group “who perforce must have a doubled pose and consciousness as participants in 
American society, who are nevertheless not perceived as or treated as full citizens.” Unlike 
Kersten, he insists that Dunne makes it acceptable to laugh because he is an insider in the 
oppressed group, using the notion of “shared exclusionism,” which could be applied to most 
of the authors and texts under consideration in this dissertation. Dunne manages to 
“simultaneously present, frequently without overt moral commentary, the terrible conditions 
of the people they describe and the factors that led to those conditions.” 121 However, Lowe 
concurs, to an extent, with critics of dialect like Morath, articulating that Dunne eliminated 
the possibility of “code-switching” by keeping Dooley behind the bar and speaking in 
brogue.122 Despite the weaknesses of Martin Dooley, however, Finley Peter Dunne’s creation 
should continue to endure in the canon of American literature. His incisive wit and 
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humorous observations must be given the chance to instruct and amuse future generations, 
and highlight the similarities between the issues Gilded Age and the problems of the early 
twenty-first century. 
 
“We’re a gr-reat people...An’ the best iv it is, we know we ar-re.” 
Although Martin Dooley has long been connected in the public imagination with Teddy 
Roosevelt, his political observations long precede the publication of his famous “Book 
Review” that caught the president’s attention.123 His first columns were collected into Mr. 
Dooley in Peace and in War in 1899 but had been published since 1893. Through his crackerbox 
philosopher’s innocent observations of politics, Dunne was able to comment on an 
incredibly broad range of topics. Running throughout his works, however, is a common 
thread that ties all of his ideas together: a sort of skeptical idealism about the American ideals 
of democracy and progress. He both embraces certain aspects of American exceptionalism 
and giggles at the nation’s hypocrisy, often in the same sentence. For example, “Americans 
Abroad” from Mr. Dooley’s Philosophy, he details the rich man’s desire to renounce his 
American background and truly become a part of the aristocracy—a common criticism of 
the moneyed class in the Gilded Age. Although most in power in the United States 
pretended to hold democratic ideals, in reality they wanted to entrench their privileged class 
position at the expense of their fellow men. Dooley, as is his wont, then digresses into an 
extended analogy of “life in America”:  
‘Tis a gloryous big fight, a rough an’ tumble fight...No holds barred. Fight fair but 
don’t f’get th’ other la-ad may not know where th’ belt line is. No polisman in sight. 
A man’s down with twinty on top iv him wan minyit. Th’ next he’s settin on th’ pile 
usin’ a base-ball bat on th’ neighbor next below him. ‘Come on, boys, f’r ‘tis growin’ 
late, an’ no wan’s been kilt yet. Glory be, but this is th’ life!’124 
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Dooley’s analogy holds true in the twenty-first century as much as it did at the dawn of the 
twentieth. However, after critiquing the class struggle of the average American, both Dooley 
and Hennessey end by asserting their national allegiance: “I’d rather be Dooley iv Chicago 
than th’ Earl iv Peltville. It must be that I’m iv th’ fightin’ kind.”125 In the span of a page, 
Dunne transitions from satirizing the man who would fight his neighbors to get to the top of 
the pile, to celebrating his fighting spirit. Such complex challenges to the ideal of American 
innocence are what make Dunne such a fascinating study, and so in need of further 
investigation. 
 Despite having a mostly Victorian outlook, Martin Dooley often expresses views that 
reach forward to the modernist era. When Mr. Hennessey tells the bartender he has not read 
the “prisidint’s message,” Dooley replies: “I didn’t mesilf. ‘Tis manny years since I give up 
me devotion to that form iv fiction. I don’t think anny wan r-reads a message but th’ clerk iv 
th’ house iv riprisintatives, an’ he has to to hold his job.”126 Dunne mocks the wordplay 
employed by politicians through Dooley’s imitation of the cabinet members’ desire to 
include their own individual contributions in the address: “I’m the first sicrety iv war that 
iver showed that th’ constitootion iv th’ United States is applicable on’y in such cases as it is 
applied to on account iv its applicability.” Once again, some of the author’s sharpest societal 
criticism shines through in Dooley’s clearest language, with the ironic punchline of the joke 
being nearly dialect-free. The bartender goes on to lampoon McKinley himself in his 
imagined composition of the message: “Thanks to ye’er Uncle Bill, times is lookin’ up an’ 
will be more so in th’ near future. Me foreign relations ar-re iv th’ most plisant nature.” 
Dooley satirizes the nation’s hyper-hypocritical approach to diplomacy and capitalism: “we 
cherish a deep animosity mingled with passionate love, such a feelin’ as we must entertain to 
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a nation with common impulses f’r th’ same money.”127 Despite fervent anti-trust political 
demonstrations, however, Dooley insists that the president would rather just stay out of the 
argument, since money runs the government anyway: “on th’ subject iv thrusts...I have 
nawthin’ to say. If we want to smash this necessary evil...do it ye’ersilf. That’s what ye’er here 
f’r.”128 In a country where even the president passes the buck on political responsibility, it 
becomes difficult for the average citizen, represented by Dooley, to bear his share of the 
democratic burden. However, that is exactly what Dunne and the other authors in this study 
hope to have their readers do: recognize their own complicity, and take action towards 
change.  
That complicity is further satirized in some of the other Dooley pieces. In “On War 
Preparations” from Mr. Dooley in Peace and in War, Dunne offers one of his more explicit 
satires of American exceptionalism. Mr. Dooley and Mr. Hennessey echo some of the more 
jingoistic aspects of the Gilded Age, embracing the approach to the Spanish-American War. 
The piece opens with Hennessey asking “how goes th’ war?” to which Dooley replies: 
“Splendid, thank ye...fine, fine. It make me hear-rt throb with pride that I’m a citizen iv th’ 
Six Wa-ard.”129 He goes on to brag about the number of troops being sent into Cuba, and 
the amount of weaponry available to destroy the Spanish fleet. After proudly listing the 
accomplishments of the US Army, however, Dooley digresses into a brief discussion of 
“dissinsions in th’ cabinet,” which he assures Hennessey “don’t amount to nawthin’.” His 
observations highlight a common criticism of wartime excitement: although those in power 
have stirred the people into a frenzy to fight, they have no clue what to do once the battles 
have ended:  
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Th’ Sicrety iv War is in favor iv sawin’ th’ Spanish ar-rmy into two-be-four joists. Th’ 
Sicrety iv th’ Threeasury has a scheme f’r roonin’ thim be lindin’ thim money. Th 
Sicrety of th’ Navy want sto sue thim before th’ Mattsachusetts Supreme Coort. I’ve 
heerd that th’ Prisident is arrangin’ a knee dhrill, with th’ idee iv prayin’ th’ villyans to 
th’ divvil. But these diff’rences don’t count. We’re all wan people, an’ we look to 
General Miles to dethroy th’ Spanish with wan blow.130 
 
 
Dooley regales his audience with a vivid description of the waste that will be laid to the 
nation’s enemies: “trees will be lifted out be th’ roots. Morro Castle’ll cave in, an’ th’ air’ll be 
full iv Spanish whiskers. A long blow, a strong blow, an’ a blow all together.”131 This 
prompts Hennessey to retort, “earnestly,” “We’re a gr-reat people,” which Dooley echoes: 
“We ar-re... We ar-re that. An’ th’ best iv it is, we know we ar-re.”132 The dripping sarcasm in 
reference to American exceptionalism cannot be missed. If the American people are so great 
that they are well aware of their own greatness, then how can some of the situations that 
Dooley observes persist? Dunne used the problems of the Confident Years as fodder for his 
own critique of the era, with a particular focus on class, politics, and ethnicity. 
Unlike his predecessor Samantha Allen, however, Mr. Dooley did not spend a great 
deal of time discussing “wimmin’s rights.” Only a handful of his collected musings even 
touch upon the idea of women’s suffrage or the evolution of the New Woman, and those are 
what DeMuth called some of his weakest excursions into crackerbox philosophy. 133 Dunne 
himself complained to his son about being surrounded by too many women in his waning 
years, whining that they were all trying to take care of him as his health suffered from his 
advancing throat cancer.134 Philip’s description of his father’s circle of friends implies that 
there were few women that the writer considered his equal; Philip’s own godmother, the 
legendary actress Ethel Barrymore “was one of the few women who could match wit and 
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intellect” with Dunne. Philip describes her as “direct, outspoken, and devoid of false pride,” 
seemingly implying that most other women lacked not only her wit and intellect, but also her 
forthright humility.135 If not openly sexist, Dunne was at least victim to many of the 
masculinist prejudices of the Confident Years, and this is one of several reasons why the 
author bears further biographical investigation from a contemporary standpoint. While 
Dunne himself may have been progressive in many areas, he joins several other authors in 
this study by presenting a problematic approach to gender, class and race as well as a 
difficulty in dialect translation. However, I propose that this opens new avenues in feminist, 
economic and ethnic studies of Dunne’s work, and hope that the author’s few non-
progressive stumbling blocks shall not continue to keep his writing out of the canon. 
As Demuth has articulated, the pieces in which Mr. Dooley takes on women’s rights 
are some of the bartender’s weakest incursions into crackerbox philosophy. In “On the New 
Woman” from Mr. Dooley in Peace and in War (1899), Dooley appears to sympathize with the 
put-upon husband, Mr. Donahue, whose wife and daughter have decided to embrace their 
civil rights. Dunne spends less than a page detailing what it means for Mollie Donahue and 
her mother Honoria to become New Women, and several pages describing her father’s 
protest that he, in fact, is a New Man. Despite the optimistic exclamation point that 
bookends the opening statement: “Mollie Donahue have up and become a new woman!,” 
Dooley’s feelings on the New Woman seem to be anything but favorable. He laments how 
poor Mr. Donahue has had to suffer from his daughter’s odd behaviors: “He shtud ivrything 
that mortal man cud stand. He seen her appearin’ in the road wearin’ clothes that no lady 
shud wear an’ ridin’ a bicycle; he was humiliated when she demanded to vote...but he’s got to 
th’ end iv th’ rope now.” It is interesting that the only part in which Dunne does not resort 
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to dialect is the statement “he was humiliated when she demanded to vote.” The points at 
which Dooley drops the brogue also seems to indicate the moments when Dunne is allowing 
his own satirical voice to shine through. The author appears to critique contemporary 
misogyny through Dooley’s contempt for the New Woman. He also seems to wink at the 
history of the women’s movement with “It’s been coming f’r months, but it on’y bust on 
Donahue las’ week.” The tired father is in the act of “pullin’ off his boots, whin Mollie an’ 
th’ mother begun talkin’ about th’ rights iv females. ‘Tis th’ era iv th’ new woman,’ says 
Mollie. ‘Ye’re right,’ says th’ mother.” Poor Mr. Donahue, of course, is befuddled by the 
idea, which Mollie says is to “be free fr’m th’ opprision iv man...She’ll wurruk out her own 
way, without help or hindrance...she’ll wear what clothes she wants...an’ she’ll be no man’s 
slave...They’ll be no such thing as givin’ a girl in marredge to a clown an’ makin’ her 
dipindant on his whims.”136 Ironically, Mollie touches upon many of the issues that will be 
raised in the next chapter by the feminist utopians. She even imagines a role reversal in 
society that nods towards equality: “mebbe...th’ men’ll stay at hom an’ dredge in the house 
wurruk.”137 However, that essentially concludes any seeming support Dunne or Dooley 
might have for the women’s movement. 
The bulk of the tale is spent triumphantly detailing Donahue’s clever revolt against 
his wife and daughter. He insists on staying in bed while Mollie brings in the coal, asks for 
breakfast to be served to him while searching the papers for sales on bonnets, and tries to 
send his wife to his job at the mill, complaining of his “dilicate condition.”138 The suggestion 
is that he is pretending to do what the women in his life do every day, but the humor is lost 
on this twenty-first century feminist. Stunned into silence, his wife and daughter are turned 
from vocal advocates of women’s rights into mute witnesses to Donahue’s “clever” 
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“inversion.” His wife becomes “nervous” when the clock strikes eight and her husband is 
still in bed, but he manfully reassures her that the mills are closed that day. He orders his 
daughter to do the housework and paint the stoop outdoors, and is so “proud iv th’ victhry 
that he’s been a regular customer f’r a week” at Dooley’s saloon.139 While the wife and 
daughter are reduced to carrying out the male head of household’s commands, that same 
man is free to drink his earnings away and brag about his opposition to progressive politics. 
Even though Dunne’s work on women’s issues might not be his strongest, his satire of the 
weakness of men in all areas demonstrates his commitment to advancement. 
Dunne similarly plays with the roles of husband and wife in other pieces, often 
calling into question the value of the institution of marriage for either gender. In “Marriage 
and Politics” from Mr. Dooley’s Philosophy (1900), Dooley and Hennessey debate whether or 
not a politician “oughtn’t to be married.” Hennessey has heard that a man in politics should 
remain single, but Dooley insists: “a man in pollytics has got to be marrid. If he ain’t marrid 
where’ll he go f’r another kind iv throuble? An’ where’ll he find people to support? An 
unmarrid man don’t get along in pollytics because he don’t need th’ money.” The purpose of 
a wife and children, according to the unmarried barkeep, is to give a man a reason to fight 
for his job; “But a marrid man says: ‘What’ll happen to me wife an’ twelve small childher if I 
don’t win out here today?’ an’ he bites his way to th’ top iv th’ pile.” 140 Dooley makes 
repeated reference to “stuffin’ the ballot-box,” in keeping with his life-long suspicion of 
corruption in Chicago’s local—as well as America’s national—politics. He argues that 
politics is sport, but a professional sport, not fit for the likes of amateurs like unmarried 
men. Without a family, a politician would have no reason to care about the issues on the 
ballot:  
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He’s got to have a wife at home to make him oncomfortable if he comes in dhrunk, 
he’s got to have little prattlin’ childher that he can’t sind to th’ Young Ladies 
academy onless he stuffs a ballot-box properly, an’ he’s got to have a sthrong desire 
f’r to live in th’ av’noo an’ be seen dhrivin’ downtown in an open carredge with his 
wife settin’ beside him undher a r-red parasol. If he hasn’t these things he won’t 
succeed in pollytics—or packin’ pork.141  
 
It is difficult at points to see if Dooley the character is taking a rather traditional position on 
the role of women in men’s lives—to spend their money and keep them sober—or if Dunne 
the author is trying to wink at these notions playfully by suggesting that behind every good 
man is a strong woman. However, Dooley also toys with the notion of the woman who 
endorses temperance as a shrew, wearing down the will of the men in her life: “Ye niver did 
see a big man in pollytics that dhrank hard, did ye? Ye never will. An’ that’s because they’re 
all marrid. Th’ timptation’s sthrong, but fear is sthronger.”142 He calls politicians “th’ most 
domestic men in the world...they always marry early. An’ that’s th’ sad part iv it...A 
pollytician always marries above his own station. That’s wan sign that he’ll be a successful 
pollytician.”143 The irony of the unmarried barman commenting on the fate of the married 
politician is not lost on the audience.  
Dooley’s position as a crackerbox philosopher allows him to take on touchy subjects 
like women’s rights and immigration while continuing to make his readers laugh. Much like 
the satirists of the twenty-first century, and in keeping with the traditions of classical satire, 
Dunne uses Dooley to simultaneously offend his readers while keeping his work endearingly 
light-hearted. As an author, however, he does seem to privilege ethnic identity and upward 
mobility as subjects over race and gender. He has Dooley challenge the notion of class and 
station by pointing out that “aristocracy...is like rale estate, a matther iv location. I’m 
aristocracy to th’ poor O’Briens back in th’ alley, th’ brewery agent’s aristocracy to me, his 
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boss is aristocracy to him, an’ so it goes, up to the czar of Rooshia.”144 However, his wit and 
wisdom take a turn when describing the marriage of his former alderman, O’Leary, to his 
rich wife, Mrs. Cassidy. He implies that O’Leary’s real goal was to get his hands on the 
woman’s money, and that she pushed him to be a politician so that she could show herself 
off: “But there she stopped. A good woman an’ a kind wan, she cudden’t go th’ distance. She 
had th’ house an’ th’ childher to car f’r an’ her eddycation was through with. They isn’t much 
a woman can learn afther she begins to raise a family.”145 Again, it is difficult to assess 
whether Dooley articulates Dunne’s beliefs, or if Dunne is mocking his bartender’s 
philosophy on women.  The tale takes a bit of a turn at this point, when the wife’s previous 
financial and cultural advantages no longer hold value to the husband, as he has taken 
ownership of all. The politician’s rough background has been translated into a reputation for 
“rugged common sinse,” but now his wife’s esteem has fallen in her neighbors’ eyes: “no 
wan speaks to Mrs. O’Leary. No wan asts her opinion about our foreign policy.” Her life is 
spent hiding in fear from anyone who might wish to see her, despite constantly praying for 
visitors. The wife’s decline allows for the husband’s ascent, though, and “they offer O’Leary 
th’ nommynation f’r congress.”146 Unfortunately, however, he realizes that his wife is no 
match for the social life of Washington, and “his pollytical carer is over. He wud niver have 
been constable if he hadn’t marrid, but he might have been sinitor if he was a widower.” 
Once again, Dooley seems to offer a deeply misogynistic viewpoint, only to lighten it with a 
touch of humor at the end: “Up to a certain point...he must be marrid. Afther that—well, I 
on’y say that, though pollytics is a gran’ career f’r a man, ‘tis a tough wan f’r his wife.” The 
reader is left to question—does Dunne share Dooley’s anti-female position, or does the 
ending hint at sympathy for what a woman is forced to sacrifice after she is married? His 
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paradoxical approach to the woman question keeps him in line with the other male authors 
of the Confident Years, but also connects him to the feminist agitation of Holley, Lane and 
Gilman.  I believe that Dunne’s progressive political ideology overshadows any potential 
sexism in his writing, but would like to see more scholars take on his work from a feminist 
perspective. 
Like any observer of American culture, Dunne did not limit his observations to 
gender but frequently dabbled in both race and class. One of his most famous pieces, 
“Servant Girl Problem” from Mr. Dooley’s Philosophy (1900), connects politics, gender roles, 
immigration, acculturation, and class disparities all in one brief sketch. Mr. Dooley examines 
“th’ gr-reat question now confrontin’ th’ nation—th’ question iv what we shall do with our 
hired help.” When Hennessey helpfully points out “We haven’t anny,” Dooley expands 
upon the issue: “Ar-rchey r-road has no servant girl problem. Th’ rule is ivry woman her 
own cook an’ ivry man his own futman.” 147 By beginning with a humorous paradox, Dunne 
invites the reader to be both perplexed and entertain by his crackerbox philosopher at the 
same time. Although servant problems are far from the day-to-day life of the financially 
insecure areas of Chicago, “east iv th’ r-red bridge” it is “wan iv th’ most cryin’ issues iv th’ 
hour.” Dooley hopes that Congress will address the problem soon, instantiating Dunne’s 
critique of politics as a machine that works only for the wealthy. The bartender notes that 
the issue tends to “arise an’ shake its gory head ivry few years whiniver th’ Swede popylation 
got wurruk an’ begun bein’ marrid, thus rayjoocin’ th’ visible supply iv help,” but that the 
papers are saying that this time is worse: “the servants is insolent...they won’t go to wurruk 
onless they like th’ looks iv their employers...they rayfuse to live in the country.”148 He refers 
to servants as “this disreputable class,” and pretends not to understand why anyone would 
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want to live in the country, where most of the wealthy in need of servants live: “manny iv 
these misguided women rayfuse f’r to take a job that aint in a city.” Here, Dooley seems 
more sympathetic to the rights of women to choose their own place of employment as well 
as residence than he did to poor Mollie Donahue and her mother. Dooley lists the 
advantages of the city for a young woman, especially when compared to “a free an’ healthy 
life in th’ counhry between iliven P.M. an’ four A.M. Wensdahs an’ Sundahs...whin they ar-re 
in th’ city they seem to dislike their wurruk an’ manny iv thim ar-re givin’ up splendid jobs 
with good large families where they have no chanst to spind their salaries, if they dhraw 
thim, an’ takin’ places in’ shops, an’ gettin’ marrid.” By highlighting the lack of freedom and 
potential for economic oppression faced by servant girls, Dooley offers Dunne’s sympathy 
for the young ladies faced with the choice of a life of servitude and work in the city. Again, 
as in the piece on the New Woman, he seems to save his compassion for those who are 
relatively powerless; when the liminal try to push for the franchise and economic mobility, 
however, he is less empathetic, which Dooley also displays in his discussion of race. 
 “Servant Girl Problem” contains a richly humorous breakdown of various 
nationalities that represent recent immigrants to the United States, in addition to a clever 
plot twist regarding the masters of servants. Mr. Dooley recalls when “Riley th’ conthractor” 
came into the bar to complain about the insolence and unreliability of his family’s servants.149 
The wise saloonkeeper asks him “What naytionalities do ye hire?,” to which Riley replies 
“I’ve thried them all.” The Irish-American admits “in shame” that “th’ ar-re th’ worst” of all 
the servants he’s employed. Mr. Dooley inverts the idea, however, responding:  
Ye need have no shame...f’r ;tis on’y th’ peple that ar-re good servants that’ll niver be 
masthers...th’ Irish ar-re no good as servants because they are too good...th’ Dutch 
ar-re no good because they ain’t good enough...th’ Swedes ar-re all right but they 
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always get marrid th’ sicond day. Ye’ll have a polisman at th’ dure with a warrant f’r 
th’ arrist iv ye’er cook if ye hire a Boheemyan. 
 
However, he veers from humorous stereotype based on nationality to race-based 
assumptions in the next sentence: “Coons’d be all right but they’re liable f’r to hand ye ye’er 
food in ragtime, an’ if ye ordher pork-chops f’r dinner an’ th’ hall is long, ‘tis little ye’ll have 
to eat whin th’ platter’s set down.”150 While this sentence reads as jarringly racist to a twenty-
first century audience, Dunne quickly winks at his audience with the Dooley’s conclusion to 
the conversation with Riley:  
They’se no naytionality now livin’ in this country that’re nathral bor-rn servants...If 
ye want to save throuble, ye’ll import ye’er help. They’se a race iv people livin’ in 
Cinthral Africa that’d be jus’ r-right. They niver sleep, they can carry twice their 
weight on their backs, they have no frinds, they wear no clothes, they can’t read, they 
can’t dance an’ they don’t dhrink. Th’ fact is they’re thoroughly oneddycated. If ye 
cud tache thim to cook an’ take care iv childher they’d be th’ best servants.151 
 
Riley storms away in anger after demanding to know the name of this mythical servant race; 
Dooley has managed to “f’rget”. The delightful twist at the end is, for once, offered by the 
long-suffering, silent audience Mr. Hennessey, who observes of Riley: “he’s a nice man to be 
talkin’ iv servants...he was a gintleman’s man in th’ ol’ counthry an’ I used to know his wife 
whin she wurruked f’r ------.” Dooley shushes him into silence again, reminding his friend, 
“They’re beyond that now. Besides they speak fr’m experyence. An’ mebbe that’s th’ 
throuble. We’re always harder with our own kind thin with others.” Again, as with other 
tales, Dunne’s moral comes through in Dooley’s clearest speech. The Rileys, in their desire 
to live the American dream and climb the economic ladder, have chosen to be hardest on 
their own class and nationality, and therefore are the true targets of the satire. 
Dunne similarly mocks the concept of allegiance to one’s nation of origin in “On the 
Anglo-Saxon” from Mr. Dooley in Peace and in War (1899).152 Although both he and Dooley 
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speak from an Irish-American perspective, they consistently lampoon various national and 
racial stereotypes as well as the desire to assimilate. The outset of the piece has some of Mr. 
Dooley’s most humorous laments about his personal involvement in the Spanish-American 
War. He begins by rejoicing to Mr. Hennessey “that th’ snow-white pigeon iv peace have 
tied up th’ dogs iv war. It’s all over now.” Dooley is particularly “glad iv it,” because the war 
“has been a gr-reat sthrain on me. To think iv th’ suffrin’ I’ve endured!” While he 
acknowledges that the war has also been tough on those “behind th’ guns,” they get all of 
the credit, unlike the “seriously disturbed”: “But d’ye hear iv Martin Dooley, th’ man behind 
th’ guns, four thousan’ miles behind thim, an’ willin’ to be further? Thy ar-re no bokays f’r 
me. I’m what Hogan calls wan iv th’ mute, inglory-ous heroes iv th’ war; an no so dam mute, 
ayther.”153 Dooley’s ability to laugh at his own garrulousness and Dunne’s gentle mockery of 
those whose wartime participation was limited to worries and complaints combine to 
provide an excellent lampoon of American exceptionalism. Dooley turns from discussion of 
the war to the necessity of an “Anglo-Saxon alliance.” He defines an Anglo-Saxon as “a 
German that’s forgot who was his parents. They’re a lot iv thim in this counthry. There must 
be as manny as two in Boston; they’se wan up in Maine, an’ another lives at Bogg’s Ferry in 
New York State, an’ dhrives a milk wagon.” Dunne’s barman smoothly transitions from 
satirizing the concept of the Anglo-Saxon to pointing out the absurdity of connecting race 
and nationality. He swiftly lists several different groups that are working to form an alliance 
of Anglo-Saxons, which includes but is not limited to the Irish, French, Italians, Russian 
Jews, Bohemians, Poles, Swedes, and “Afro-Americans.”154 He triumphantly concludes that 
when all of these “Anglo-Saxons begin f’r to raise their Anglo-Saxon battlecry, it’ll be all day 
with th’ eight or nine people in th’ wurruld that has th’ misfortune iv not bein’ brough up 
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Anglo-Saxons.” In his keen mockery of the concept of Anglo-Saxons as a unique ethnic 
group, Dunne uses Dooley to attack American nativism and exceptionalism in the same 
breath. 
Martin Dooley also challenges contemporary racial ideology in “The Negro 
Problem” from Mr. Dooley’s Philosophy. However, this tale’s take on the role of the newly 
emancipated “naygur” presents more problematic analysis than his attack on the Anglo-
Saxon. At some points, it is difficult to assess whether or not Dooley articulates bigoted 
beliefs or whether Dunne is using him to challenge stereotypes about the Chicago Irish’s 
support of the Confederacy.155 Dooley frequently veers from progressivism to prejudice in 
the span of one short sentence, perhaps in demonstration of the peculiar paradox of 
American race relations. He does seem to show more sympathy for the Bourbon South than 
he does for the abolitionist North in his depiction of what will become of the former slave 
in the United States. In so doing, he mostly indicts the brutality of racist Irish policemen in 
the North, while mocking the fervor of the abolitionists. Dooley assures Hennessey that 
black men will “ayther have to go to th’ north an’ be a subjick race, or stay in th’ south an’ be 
an objick lesson...I’m not sure that I’d not as lave be gently lynched in Mississippi as baten to 
death in New York. If I was a black man, I’d choose th’ cotton belt in prifrince to th’ belt on 
th’ neck fr’m th’ polisman’s club.” He says he fears the fate of the emancipated in “th’ hands 
iv his liberators” more than his “opprissors,” which would have, at the time, simultaneously 
reflected a depth of understanding about Northern prejudice while supporting the Southern 
paternalistic narrative.156 Dooley refers to “polis protection” as “th’ polite name f’r fracture 
iv th’ skull,” seemingly showing support for the abuse black men suffered at the hands of 
those charged with protecting the law. He extends this assumption by declaring that he was 
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“f’r sthrikin’ off th’ shackles iv th’ slave,” but quickly reverses his position by assuring 
Hennessey: “’Twas thrue I didn’t vote f’r it, bein’ that I heerd Stephen A. Douglas say ‘twas 
onconstitootional. I’m still with it, but not sthrong. It’s movin’ too fast f’r me.” Dooley 
equivocates as quickly as many Irish Bourbon Democrats, instantiating Dunne’s satirical take 
on many of his countrymen’s politics. Dooley then veers back again towards a hint of 
progressivism by declaring: “although I shtud be th’ south as a spoortin’ proposition I was 
kind iv glad in me heart whin Gin’ral Ulyss S. Grant bate Gin’ral Lee an’ th’ rest iv th’ Union 
officers captured Jeff Davis.”157 Demonstrating his skill at embracing two points at the same 
time, Dooley highlights the hypocrisy of many Irish-Americans who supported the 
Confederacy. 
Dunne’s take on “the Negro Problem” also presents some interpretive difficulties in 
his depiction of “Anhrew Jackson George Wash’n’ton Americus Caslateras Beresford Vanilla 
Hicks,” whom Dooley dubs “Snowball” because he is “black as coal.” At first, the bartender 
praises the young man’s academic skills and intellectual acumen, mocking the ignorance of 
the average American: “I heerd him gradyooate an’ his composition was so fine very few cud 
make out what he meant.” When Dooley asks “Snowball” what his future plans are, the 
young man declares his desire to study law so that he can move through the ranks of judge, 
senator and Congressman, hoping eventually to become “a pridint iv th’ United States, since 
now “they’se nawthin to privint.”158 Dooley then veers back towards paternalism—recalling 
his attitudes towards the uppity New Women—telling the young man “we opened up all 
these opporchunities to ye,” but warning him not to be “too free”: “if I ever hear iv ye bein’ 
prisidint iv th’ United States...I’ll take me whitewashing’ away fr’m ye’er father, ye excelsior 
hair, poached-egg eyed, projiny iv tar.” One hopes that this is Dunne’s satire of the newly 
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acculturated American turning on those less fortunate than himself, as detailed in other 
segments. Dooley’s follow-up statement to Hennessey, that “me Anglo-Saxon feelin’ was 
sthrong in thim days,” seems to support his mockery of race and nationality in his 
assessment of the Anglo-Saxon in America. It is asides such as these that make some of the 
more complex statements of Dooley’s easier to swallow; they suggest that the writer is 
ridiculing his narrator’s ideology, rather than embracing it.  
The follow-up to the young man’s story articulates the hypocrisy of many Americans 
who pretended to support the rise of the recently emancipated. Many years later, Dooley 
encounters “Snowball” again, and asks him “How did ye enjye th’ prisidincy?”159 The now-
grown man laughs and recounts to Dooley the many idealistic failures that led him to his 
current role as the owner of a gambling-house. He tried to practice law but no whites would 
allow him to represent them, and his black clientele couldn’t afford to pay him.  Dooley, in 
an aside, comments again on racial inequity before the law by noting “a warrant f’r a moke 
was the same as a letther iv inthroduction to th’ warden iv th’ pinitichry.” He tried to be a 
journalist but found the “taste iv th’ public” leaned “more to quadroon publications.” He 
moved on to “pollytics, an’ th’ best he cud get was carryin’ a bucket iv wather f’r a Lincoln 
Club. He tried to larn a thrade an’ found th’ on’y place a naygur can larn a thrade is in prison 
an’ he can’t wurruk at that without committing burglary.” Dunne winks at American 
religious fervor by observing that when the young man “started to take up subscriptions f’r a 
sthrugglin’ church an’ found th’ profission was overcrowded.”160 “Snowball” then lampoons 
the notion of equal opportunity when he decides to “go into th’ on’y business...in which me 
race has a chanst...Craps...’Tis th’ hope iv me people...We have an even chanst at ivry other 
pursoot...but ‘tis on’y in craps we have a shad th’ best iv it.” By connecting gambling and 
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politics so directly, Dooley instantiates one of Dunne’s major issues: the corruption of fair 
chance in the American democratic system. His final words to Hennessey help to underscore 
this point. When Hennessey insists, “Ye can’t do annything more f’r thim than make thim 
free,” Dooley’s rejoinder highlights the skeptical idealism of the age: “Ye can’t...on’y whin ye 
tell thim they’re free they know we’re on’y sthringin’ thim.”161 In one brief sentence, Dooley 
links the persecution of African-Americans to the performative ignorance required to 
imagine the nation as innocent. Any American who, by the turn of the twentieth century, 
wished to believe that the country was free from the historical sins of the Old World because 
of its commitment to Enlightenment ideals and democratic institutions, would have to have 
been living in utter isolation since the Revolution. To turn a blind eye to the horrors of 
slavery and the inequities wrought by racial politics was to perform the role of the innocent, 
but really just to offer ignorance in the face of injustice. 
Both Martin Dooley and his fellow crackerbox philosopher Samantha Allen present 
a challenge to the American ideal of exceptionalism. While each character embraces the 
idealism of the nation’s democratic principles, both are clear-eyed enough to recognize the 
incongruities in the system. By pointing out the injustices faced by the majority of 
Americans—whether women, immigrants, the poor, or the recently emancipated—they offer 
a sort of skeptical optimism that was particular to the Confident Years. In keeping with the 
utopians of the following chapters, they suggest that if only more citizens would recognize 
the absurdities embedded within the status quo, they might take action to change it. With the 
confidence of the Confident Years, they believed that if only people would become aware of 
injustice, they would try to right the wrongs about which they had learned. The role of the 
satirist in a time of simultaneous potential for and perversion of democracy, they believed, 
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was to enlighten his or her audience as to the disparities between American ideals and the 
ways in which those principles were put into practice through national and local institutions. 
Finley Peter Dunne and Marietta Holley proffered the reformist’s hope wrapped in the 
cynic’s irony, combining to continue a long tradition of satire that would bloom throughout 
the Gilded Age.   
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Chapter Two: The Theoret i ca l  Soc ial i s t  
In an 1888 letter to William Dean Howells, Edward Bellamy explains his desire to avoid 
association with a certain dirty word: “socialist is not a good name for a party to succeed 
with in America. No such party can or ought to succeed that is not wholly and 
enthusiastically American and patriotic in sprit and suggestions.”162 Bellamy elucidates:  
In the radicalness of the opinions I have expressed I may seem to out-socialize the 
socialists, yet the word socialist is never one I could well stomach. In the first place it 
is a foreign word in itself and equally foreign in all its suggestions. It smells to the 
average American of petroleum, suggests the red flag, with all manner of sexual 
novelties, and an abusive tone about God and religion, which in this country we at 
least treat with decent respect.163 
 
In his novel of the same year, Looking Backward, 2000-1888, as well as in this correspondence 
with Howells, Bellamy makes sure both he and his fictional spokesmen distance Bellamy’s 
imagined system “Nationalism” from socialism. While his beliefs—and Howells’s—closely 
aligned with what would be called socialism today, their politics predated the formation of 
the American Socialist Party.164  Infused with the spirit of the Confident Years, both Bellamy 
and Howells created futuristic utopias in which their theories could be put into fictional 
practice. In so doing, they also designed another type of innocent as popular as the 
crackerbox philosopher—a trope I like to call the theoretical socialist. Like the typologies of 
the previous chapter, this American character leverages the notions of the nation’s 
exceptional nature to get at the roots of the country’s problems.  In keeping with the 
tradition of Samantha Allen and her model that was followed by Mr. Dooley, these 
innocents questioned why the status quo exists, despite its contrast from the ethics of 
democracy. By gently pointing out the disconnect between America’s stated principles and 
its practices, the theoretical socialists managed to continue to appeal to a broad audience 
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while satirizing that audience’s behaviors.  
This chapter’s titular phrase originates from a letter William Dean Howells once sent 
to his good friend Mark Twain, referring to both men and their wives as “theoretical 
socialists, but practical aristocrats.” The tension between capitalist success and socialist 
ideology permeated Howells’s work, as well as that of his contemporary Edward Bellamy. 
The two men were both uncomfortable with the socialist label, which was one of the main 
reasons neither utilized the term in their fiction. In an 1888 letter from Bellamy to Howells, 
the former admits to the latter “the word socialist is one I could never quite stomach.”165  
While neither author is normally categorized as a social satirist, their irony and optimism 
place both firmly in the category of the skeptical idealist. They both utilize the innocence of 
utopian figures—and their questions and observations about the supposedly exceptional 
United States—to highlight the distance between American principles and practices. This 
chapter will demonstrate how and why these two radicals managed to stimulate their 
audiences into action through satire aimed squarely at the friction between American 
democratic ideology and capitalist reality.  
In presenting an alternative to both bitter cynicism and blind progressivism that 
perfectly embodies the notion of skeptical idealism, Howells recalls the 1888 novel by 
Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000-1887. A commercial sensation, it was the first book 
after Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) to sell over a million copies, even 
though it by no means has turned out to be as canonical more than a century and a half later. 
Both novels were specifically motivated by national politics, and both inspired thousands of 
Americans to take action to change society. Through his innocent narrator Julian West, 
Bellamy ridicules contemporary American society while expressing hope that the nation can 
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improve if it changes its current course. During the Confident Years, many middle-class 
Americans realized that the gap between the rich and poor was constantly widening, but they 
refused to give up hope in the capitalist system. While socialism had gained some popularity 
in the country, the Haymarket affair frightened many into believing that the political system 
was ultimately violent.166 Via West’s observations, Bellamy offers an alternative form of 
socialism that he calls nationalism: a sort of state-controlled capitalism in which nearly all of 
the problems of the Gilded Age have been solved. Although many would not qualify 
Bellamy’s work as satire because of his earnest idealism, Looking Backward reveals Bellamy’s 
attempt to encourage everyday Americans to laugh at themselves and all that they believe to 
be irrevocably corrupt. He is truly a skeptical idealist: he does not wish to rid the nation of 
production and consumption; he merely wants to improve their conditions. Bellamy’s best 
writing occurs when he is describing the squalid conditions of 1880s Boston, and his 
psychological realism allows the reader to imagine that his vision of futuristic Boston might 
have a chance at actuality. Through Julian West and the twenty-first century Americans, 
Bellamy presents his own unconventional take on the trope of American innocence. His 
work is earnestly optimistic while providing constructive criticism of contemporary 
capitalism.  Like Bellamy, Howells imagines an innocent mouthpiece, Mr. Homos, who 
provides an alternative view of societal structure that leans heavily towards socialism.  
However, Howells’s work also reflects contemporary middle-class concerns. Simultaneously 
speaking through his narrator, Mr. Twelvemough—a clear Howells surrogate—and the 
Altrurian traveler, the so-called Dean of American Letters is able to offer scathing criticism 
of the leisure-class Americans with whom he interacts, submitted politely by an outsider 
whose society has progressed far beyond the America of the Gilded Age.  
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Both of these authors deploy innocence with a wink, knowing that the questions 
asked of the contemporary Americans by their utopian counterparts will force some very 
uncomfortable truths to come to light. In comparison with Howells, however, Bellamy 
sometimes appears as an innocent himself, in that he appears to believe the nation will 
evolve into a community of brotherhood and equality, without any action required 
whatsoever. Ironically, despite the author’s outlook, Bellamy’s followers took the most 
action of any satirist’s audience during the Gilded Age, creating clubs founded on the 
Nationalist ideology presented in Bellamy’s imagined future America. Whereas Howells 
stresses the importance of taking control of each individual’s power of suffrage, both men 
stimulated their readership into forming political organizations and periodicals, as well as 
utopian communities based on the core principle that a change of individual perspective was 
required before a group could progress. Their optimism about the nation’s possibilities 
echoed the ethos of the Confident Years, but their satire embraces the kind of skeptical 
idealism particular to the era. Both express despair at the contemporary state of human 
nature, but both believe that change is inevitable. In keeping with other American satirists 
during the Gilded Age, they attempted to remove the false layer of exceptionalism coating 
the national self-image, and called into question the mythos of innocence through the 
presentation of seemingly realistic utopias.  
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Julian West:  “No person can be blamed for refusing to read another word” 
Despite the lack of attention it receives today, Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward 2000-1887 
was one of the most popular novels of the late nineteenth century. The book left hundreds 
of Nationalist clubs inspired by its semi-socialist example in its wake, and made a spokesman 
for the cause out of its author. Looking Backward provides a perfect example of satire that has 
not always been thought of as such; in fact, it was nearly as often satirized as it was 
enthusiastically received.167 Although not the funniest work in this study of satire, Bellamy’s 
novel beautifully encapsulates the skeptical idealism displayed by the other authors in the 
Gilded Age.168 His despair at the current state of affairs is evident from the nightmarish 
dystopian sequences of Boston towards the end of the book, but his hope permeates the 
text. From the progressive vision of the future to the “thin envelope of romance,” Bellamy 
provides his readers with a model for action embedded within a time-traveling love story.169 
Looking Backward tells the tale of Julian West, a member of the leisure class who deplores 
labor strikes because he is anxious to have his house finished so that he can marry his 
fiancée Edith. He suffers from insomnia, and as a result has a special sleep chamber built 
into the foundation of his house in Boston and calls upon a mesmerist to help him slumber. 
One night in 1887, however, he falls into a deep sleep and doesn’t wake up until the year 
2000. He finds himself in the home of the Leete family, whose patriarch, Dr. Leete, and 
lovely daughter—also named Edith—take him on a tour of the utopia that Boston has 
become. While Julian is at first quite skeptical of the way of life in the future that is now his 
present, he eventually comes to embrace the philosophy of Nationalism, with the help of Dr. 
Leete, and looks upon his past as a nightmare.  
While other scholars have debated whether or not Looking Backward qualifies as 
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satire, my goal is to knock down those qualifiers and classify the work as clearly a form of 
Juvenalian satire.170 Not only does the work employ a great deal of irony, it also upholds 
Ruben Quintero’s notion that “satirists were our first utopians.”171 By expressing hope for 
the future filtered through despair at the present, Bellamy and his characters offer a model 
for direct action to their readers. Despite the clear links to Marxist thought, Bellamy 
repeatedly stressed a desire to separate his collectivist utopia from socialism.  
He wishes to demonstrate to his audiences that the concepts of the brotherhood of 
humanity and the responsibility of the government to take equal care of its citizens are 
quintessentially American, not just theoretically socialist. 
Throughout the tale, the representatives of twenty-first century Boston repeatedly 
point out how “simple,” “logical,” and “plain” the solutions to the problems of the 
nineteenth century ultimately were. They emphasize that the transformation required was 
moral as well as material, but the proximity in the future of the utopian vision highlights 
Bellamy’s idealism. Although he was skeptical about the “shocking social consequences” of 
the industrial system, his optimism suffuses every page of the text. From his preface to his 
conclusion, and in his letters about and sequel to the novel, Bellamy demonstrates again and 
again that the responsibility for social and political change lies within. As will be 
demonstrated throughout this chapter, like Howells after him, Bellamy emphasizes the need 
for a change in personal perspective as well as economic system in order to solve the 
problems wrought by capitalism.  
Other scholars on Bellamy have debated his theoretical socialism, but never in 
relation to satire. In an introduction to the most recent edition of Bellamy’s novel, Matthew 
Beaumont theorizes that the Nationalist utopia in Looking Backward “seems to have 
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responded to some profound need that at the same time it helped to create.” Readers of the 
book acted as a satirist’s desired audience should: they not only spread the word of Bellamy’s 
new gospel, but “acted on its principles” as well. Bellamy’s work “embodied the Zeitgeist” of 
the Gilded Age, and the author’s challenge to the mythos of American innocence is one of 
the clearest of the age.172 He also inspired many of his contemporaries, including Gilman and 
Howells, to create their own fictional utopias. Krishan Kumar estimates that more than sixty 
utopian novels were written in the United States between 1888-1900, and that all owe a debt 
to Looking Backward.173 In keeping with Beaumont and Kumar, Isaac Asimov has also 
declared:  “Edward Bellamy had more influence on society than any other nineteenth-
century science fiction writer. The book sold several million copies, was translated into over 
twenty languages, [and] led to the founding of more than one hundred and sixty-five Bellamy 
clubs in the United States.”174 Those clubs grew out of each individual reader’s reaction to 
the novel, encapsulating the satirist’s ideal for his audience’s reaction:  they took his theories 
to heart, and tried to use them to urge progressive change. Although Bellamy tried to 
distance himself from socialism, Betty Yorburg argues that most of the early American 
socialists were “not Marxists. Their radical orientation stemmed from previous membership 
in the Populist Party, the Bellamy Clubs,” and others inspired by the author’s example.175 
Bellamy biographer Sylvia Bowman similarly argues for the author’s influence on American 
socio-economic thought, claiming his ideas of “Americanized socialism…appealed more to 
Americans than did those of Karl Marx.”176 Neither Bellamy nor his fellow theoretically 
socialist author Howells were avowed Marxists, but they both presented socialism’s ideology 
in a way that appealed to the national mythos. Samuel Haber concurs with Bowman that 
Bellamy’s work contains the “three preeminent social ideals that went into the making of 
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various socialisms—the call for social justice, the aspiration toward a society of brotherly 
love, and the belief that one could rid the society of poverty.”177 As a result of Bellamy’s 
influence on politics and literature, H. Bruce Franklin asserts that Looking Backward helped to 
create “in America the main lines of the twentieth-century utopian-dystopian dialectic.”178 
This text provides the clearest example of an author’s direct influence on socio-political 
thought and action, as well as an exemplar of the author’s hopeful concept of human 
solidarity.179  
 Although many have noted the deeply religious sense that permeates the novel, 
Bellamy himself turned away from the Christian God of his strict Baptist-Calvinist 
upbringing. His spiritual curiosity combined with dual experiences—the changes wrought by 
industrialization in his hometown of Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, and his time spent in 
Europe as a student of German language. In his own words, he said that studying abroad 
opened his eyes “to the extent and consequences of man’s inhumanity to man,” and that it 
took “the sights of Europe to startle [him] to a vivid realization of the inferno of poverty 
beneath our civilization.”180 Although he had, in his youth, embraced America’s self-created 
mythos of innocence, it took Bellamy’s experience in the so-called Old World for him to 
recognize the lack of innocence in the New. Although his nation embraced the ahistorical 
notion that it was without the European problems of poverty and class division, Bellamy 
hoped to open Americans’ eyes to their own guilt in the Gilded Age. While he retained the 
optimism of American exceptionalism throughout his short life, he specifically chose 
literature as the vehicle for his discontent to highlight the absurdity of the nation’s self-
delusions. In one of the many similarities with Howells, Bellamy’s utopia recalls the pre-
industrial villages of his youth, and also deals with concerns specific to the upper- and 
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middle-classes. His perfect world does not so much abolish capitalism as it modifies it, again 
revealing his perhaps naïve faith that under the best possible conditions, a capitalist system 
could shed its inhumanity. Bellamy also demonstrates his belief in the American way by 
modeling his ideal economy after an “industrial army,” under the principles of “universal 
military service.”181 While this has drawn criticism from many, Daphne Patai points out that 
“[a]s a social reformer and creative writer, Bellamy combines in his works aspects of life too 
often created as opposites: imagination and practicality.”182 She also highlights the irony 
inherent in Bellamy’s title: “Evoking the familiar, he proposed change; evoking the new, he 
made it familiar. To look forward, he insisted, we must look backward.”183 This witty 
wording helps to remind the reader that Bellamy belongs firmly in the realm of satire, with 
its characteristic use of irony and social criticism. Franklin Rosemont quotes Gilded Age 
humorist Oscar Ameringer’s reaction to Bellamy’s call to arms, again connecting humor with 
idealism: “A great book. A very great book. One of the greatest, most prophetic books this 
country has produced. It didn’t make me look backward, it made me look forward, and I 
haven’t gotten over looking forward since I read Looking Backward.”184 By linking the 
concepts of innocence and guilt in the Confident Years, Bellamy draws his readership’s 
attention to major reform issues of the day. 
 Several critics have debated whether Bellamy can truly be labeled as a socialist, or if 
his radical politics were more theory than practice. Patai also criticizes Bellamy for his lack of 
sympathy for the working class. In his utopia, “everyone works a small part of the time, with 
the result that the ‘working class’ has in effect disappeared.”185 In keeping with a great deal of 
criticism about Bellamy, she points out the upper-middle-class focus of Bellamy’s ideal world 
and his distaste for the laboring classes.  Franklin Rosemont disagrees with Patai and others 
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who would focus on Bellamy’s middle-class concerns, arguing instead that Bellamy’s 
influence on the proletariat and various radical reform movements cannot be overlooked.186 
Beaumont also draws upon the research of William Leach to highlight Bellamy’s fascination 
with consumption, rather than production, and calls Julian West’s trip to the twenty-first 
century warehouse a “spiritual epiphany.” In keeping with my claim regarding the trope of 
the theoretical socialist, Beaumont argues that it was specifically Bellamy’s ambivalence 
towards capitalism that made his book so popular—despite retaining the classlessness of a 
socialist vision, his utopia managed to still seem familiar to nineteenth-century Americans 
accustomed to a consumer-driven way of life. While I contend that Bellamy wished for 
American readers to see themselves in the Swiftian mirror, Jeanne Pfaelzer believes that 
Bellamy’s true gift was in releasing the Gilded Age reader from his or her own personal guilt: 
Guilt alone would never impel the wealthy classes toward socialism. Instead, as in 
Julian’s case, it arrests the development of social conscience. Guilt binds Julian to the 
realities of nineteenth century capitalism. Bellamy’s genius—and this may partly 
explain the popularity of Looking Backward—was finally to absolve Julian, explaining 
that he was a product of his times, limited by the narrowness of the choices available 
to a wealthy young investor in 1887.187 
 
I claim, rather, that Bellamy plays with the concept of guilt to poke holes in the notion of 
American innocence. Like Julian West, all of his readers should eventually recognize their 
own guilt and work to improve society in the Gilded Age, which he presents as dystopian. 
This presentation would conflict with the American mythos of the Confident Years, which 
embraced the notion of America as utopia, which Kenneth M. Roemer has explored.188 
Bellamy waits until late in his novel to reveal the nightmare that is Boston in 1887, and 
allows his utopian dream of the future to offer a “pseudo-historical meditation on the 
nineteenth century:” 
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The contemporary reader can inspect the present, in the form of the grotesque past 
that is dreamed at the end of the narrative, as if through opera glasses, from the 
fantastical perspective of the future. Like most utopian novelists, Bellamy invented a 
future partly so as to provide an imaginary standpoint from which the present, 
despite its conceptual elusiveness, could be apprehended as an historical 
phenomenon, grasped in its becoming. 189 
 
Highlighting the author’s contribution to American utopian writing, Beaumont calls this 
effect Bellamy’s “greatest achievement,” that the present is “rendered both representable and 
perceptible.”190 When compared with other works of speculative fiction, Beaumont stresses 
that the book can be read as “an attempt to infuse the utopian form with psychological 
realism.”191 That realism is one of the effects that renders the book particularly satirical—its 
emphasis on the absurdity of everyday life in Gilded Age America. 
Although American socialism, to some extent, had its roots in Bellamyism, the 
author did his best to keep the term from appearing in his work. Consistent with Jean 
Pfaelzer, Susan M. Matarese argues: “Bellamy’s use of the term ‘Nationalism’ to describe the 
radical economic, social and political order he presented in Looking Backward was a deliberate 
attempt to distance himself from the Europeans who shared his socialist outlook.” This 
again demonstrates Bellamy’s and Howells’s particular typology of theoretical socialism: they 
both want a radical transformation of social, economic, and political systems and attitudes, 
but both recognize the American self-love that flirts with its own innocence—a nationalism 
that flirts with narcissism. W.H. Halewood calls Bellamy “that oxymoronic oddity: a 
conservative revolutionary.” Halewood criticizes the author for his optimism, and repeatedly 
connects Looking Backward to Gulliver’s Travels, again linking Bellamy to Swiftian satire.192 
Disagreement among scholars persists about both Bellamy’s socialism and his position as a 
satirist. While Halewood considers Bellamy’s utopia to be a sort of state-run capitalism, 
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Arthur Lipow famously denounced Looking Backward’s twenty-first century system as 
“authoritarian socialism,” arguing that Bellamy expresses a right-wing bourgeois contempt 
for democracy: “Just as Bellamy’s views were not an isolated expression of a lonely dreamer, 
so Bellamyism was a genuine part of the American reform political tradition—not despite, 
but because of its authoritarianism and hatred of democracy.”193 John L. Thomas is in accord 
with Lipow regarding the disturbing affectlessness, lack of emotion and color, and obsession 
with order in Bellamy’s utopia, noting that these aspects make his perfect society seem rather 
dystopian.194  
I argue that Bellamy’s goal is to satirize the Gilded Age and its accompanying chasm 
between conditions for the rich and poor. Sylvia Strauss concurs with my assertion that 
Bellamy’s principles were decidedly those of the “Yankee middle class,” but describes 
Bellamy as an “avowed socialist” and a “male feminist” who personified American ideals and 
values for many turn-of-the-century reformers.195 Eric S. Rabkin agrees with Highet that “all 
satirists are at heart idealists” and claims that Bellamy’s work overlaps with satire, but does 
not qualify as such because it is neither fantastic nor funny. I disagree with Rabkin because 
Bellamy’s skeptical idealism demonstrates his commitment to the principles of satirical 
realism. West separates his utopian future from visions of social democracy by alluding to 
George Miller Beard’s conception of the “nervous tension of the public mind,” which 
“could not have been more strikingly illustrated than it was by the alarm resulting from the 
talk of a small band of men who called themselves anarchists, and proposed to terrify the 
American people into adopting their ideas by threats of violence.” By appealing to the 
American sense of individualism and pride, Bellamy simultaneously mocks and embraces the 
exceptionalist outlook of the Confident Years.  Wilfred McCray asserts that Bellamy’s vision 
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derived mostly from the “complex legacy of the Civil War,” and Bellamy’s rhetoric supports 
his assertion.196 His narrator Julian West even appeals to the exceptionalist outlook of post-
Civil War society, dripping with sarcasm as he says: “as if a mighty nation which had but just 
put down a rebellion of half its own numbers, in order to maintain its political system, were 
likely to adopt a new social system out of fear.” West employs the classic rhetorical device of 
flattering one’s audience by stroking their egos and assuaging their apprehensions: such 
innocent, intelligent folks as Americans would never buy into any system that was not 
democratic at its heart—it is only natural that the best nation in the world would evolve 
ahead of others, and that the rest of the globe would follow its example.  
As other scholars have noted, the function of the utopian novel is often to 
historicize the present.197 By making the now seem like the time before, the author points 
out the very real problems that he hopes his contemporaries will address. This effect is clear 
from the outset, a “Preface” supposedly written by the author on December 26, 2000. With 
the preface, Bellamy adds an air of reality to his imaginary history, but is also quick to note 
that he “sought to alleviate the instructive quality of the book by casting it in the form of a 
romantic narrative.” He combines skepticism about his audience’s tastes with idealism about 
their future progress, which “shall be made, ever onward and upward, till the race shall 
achieve its ineffable destiny.” 198 The author’s embrace of the American Dream of upward 
mobility is tempered by his disgust with his fellow Americans’ complacency. His 
presentation of the story both attempts to give historical weight to his utopian fiction, but 
also expresses hope that—regardless of the disappointing present—the beautiful future 
depicted by the book is inevitable.  
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“No fiction could be so strange as the truth” 
 The first chapter of Looking Backward introduces the reader to Julian West, the 
narrator and protagonist, and offers the same kind of wink at innocence as many of his 
fellow satirists. West begins by assuming that the reader will mock him for saying he was 
born in 1857, and “assure[s] the reader” that all that one is about to read is perfectly true:  
These statements seems so absurd on their face, especially when I add that I am a 
young man of about thirty years of age, that no person can be blamed for refusing to 
read another word of what promises to be a mere imposition on his credulity. 
Nevertheless, I earnestly assure the reader that no imposition is intended, and will 
undertake, if he shall follow me a few pages, to entirely convince him of this.199 
 
The nod to absurdity is one of many factors that places West firmly in the typology of the 
narrator who winks at innocence. He not only “assures” his audience twice in one breath, he 
also goes on to connect his own understanding to that which “every schoolboy knows,” 
connecting himself to the innocence of youth that was so celebrated in the nineteenth 
century.200 From the outset, the narrator takes the position that his readership will be 
skeptical, but attempts to use his own credulity to highlight the reality of his imaginary 
experience. 
 Early in the story, West does his best to explain nineteenth-century American society 
to the Bostonians of the future. He compares the culture to “a prodigious coach which the 
masses of humanity were harnessed to and dragged toilsomely along a very hilly and sandy 
road.” On that coach, some passengers have the best seats, and refuse to give them up no 
matter how much their fellow citizens suffer; some even find that the “spectacle of misery” 
of the poorer passengers enhances the sense of value of the better seats.201 West compares 
the nation’s stagnation at this stage to a “hallucination,” which insisted both that there was 
no other way than the status quo, and that those who had the best seats were somehow 
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more deserving than those who struggled. He calls the compassion of the time both “distant’ 
and “philosophical,” and notes that the period was marked by “indifference” toward the 
misery of others.202 The chapter also introduces the reader to one of Bellamy’s chief 
concerns: the intense dislocation between labor and capital in the United States. West, in 
1887, cares not about the plight of the workers, but thinks only of how construction strikes 
will affect the construction of his new home, and, therefore, his marriage.  
 
 “Nothing but dynamite in disguise” 
In the very first scene that takes place in 1887, West spends Decoration Day—what 
we now call Memorial Day—at Mount Auburn cemetery with the family of his betrothed, 
Edith.  The lovers disagree over whether or not to postpone their wedding due to labor 
strikes. Bellamy connects to the very real recent memories of the Civil War and Bloody 
Sunday while setting the stage for Julian’s fictional introduction to the twenty-first century. 
His future mother-in-law says that “the working classes all over the world seem to be going 
crazy at once,” and Julian asks her husband “where we should emigrate to if all the terrible 
things took place which those socialists threaten.” Bartlett responds that he “did not know 
any place now where society could be called stable except Greenland, Patagonia, and the 
Chinese empire. ‘Those Chinamen knew what they were about,’ somebody added, ‘when 
they refused to let in our western civilization. They knew what it would lead to better than 
we did. They saw it was nothing but dynamite in disguise.’”203 These comments help Bellamy 
to again distance his Nationalist program from socialism, but also reflect the real-world 
urgency of the labor struggle. West highlights how much he has changed from the past when 
he even likens himself to Caligula at one point, wishing that the American people had “but 
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one neck that he might cut it off.”204 Speaking from the perspective of a member of the 
leisure class, West expresses little sympathy for the struggles of those whose labor creates his 
profits. As a result, his transformation in the future is all the more profound, and suggestive 
of hope. Bellamy suggests, through West’s individual evolution, that all Americans might be 
capable of progressing beyond their current selfish state.  
As a rather flimsy device to introduce time travel, West reveals that he has been 
suffering from insomnia, and calls upon his doctor to administer a special sleeping dose in 
his underground chamber. The narrator awakens, quite confused, in the Boston home of the 
Leete family on September 10, 2000. As luck would have it, however, the head of the 
household is a doctor whose “impressive and even eloquent manner would have lent dignity 
to an argument that the moon was made of cheese.”205 Patiently, the doctor, his wife, and 
their innocent daughter—coincidentally, also named Edith—try to explain the changes that 
have taken place since Julian went to sleep. West repeatedly demonstrates his innocence, 
insisting that what the Leetes say is merely “good fiction,” a “fraud,” and tells the doctor 
“you are surely yourself too intelligent to suppose that anyone but an imbecile could be 
deceived by it.”206 Bellamy utilizes one of the classic devices of satire as well as utopian 
fiction: the entry of a mysterious stranger into a society that must be explained to him by its 
inhabitants. Dr. Leete does his best to describe the “industrial evolution” that has taken 
place in the last century and a half, again connecting Bellamy’s ideas to contemporary 
philosophy—this time Darwin’s. Americans have abandoned the selfish notion of 
individualism and embraced the brotherhood of all humanity, relying on hope rather than 
fear to guide their actions.  
Bellamy presages a bloodless transformation from a plutocracy into a system that has 
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consolidated all national capital, in which the definition of human nature itself has been 
altered. Like the Altrurian traveler after him, Dr. Leete repeatedly points out that the changes 
appear both natural and reasonable from a twenty-first century standpoint, and both utopian 
citizens have trouble understanding how nineteenth-century Americans failed to see the clear 
portents of the transformation in their own time. People are now more educated and work 
for shorter periods of their lives, and all have a choice in their own trade to pursue. 
Government has assumed its proper role to “protect every citizen against hunger, cold and 
nakedness, and provide for all his physical and mental needs,” and people are now “greedy 
of honor” rather than personal gain.207 Society has been rid of class divisions, poverty, crime, 
insanity, and suicide, and all are provided for on a level that would have been considered 
luxurious in the Gilded Age. Drugs still exist, as evidenced by Dr. Leete’s magic sleeping 
potion, and smoking of course persists—as does religion. America’s favorite forms of 
maintaining its illusion of innocence have been retained, but the utopia demonstrates how 
far from ideal the real Boston of 1887 truly is. 
Bellamy plays with notions of innocence through not only West, but also the 
members of the Leete family as well, particularly Edith. Her sweetness, compassion and 
innocence are frequently highlighted in the text, and they are the qualities that help to create 
the science fiction romance that helped to sell Bellamy’s Nationalist program. Bellamy also 
underscores Julian’s role as the innocent with his doubled identity as a time traveler—
although he was no innocent in 1887, by virtue of his presence in 2000, he has been 
transformed: “The idea that I was two persons, that my identity was double, began to 
fascinate me with its simple solution of my experience.”208 The idea that innocence provides 
an opportunity for mockery and trickery, later explored further by Howells, takes precedence 
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in the middle section of the novel, when West notes that “the temptation my innocence 
offers must be extraordinary. But really, there are limits to my credulity as to possible 
alterations in the social system.”209 Again stressing that the process was obvious, logical, and 
peaceable, the Leetes try to explain how stores, banks, and the general concept of money 
have been abolished, presaging Howells’s later exploration in the Altrurian traveler series of 
earning versus paying for something. The book emphasizes that the primary change required 
was moral and ethical, and once that transformation occurred, the human family could focus 
on its collective needs. 
Bellamy’s somewhat muddled concept of Nationalism offers a peculiarly paradoxical 
blend of socialism and capitalism. Julian’s shopping trip with Edith seems to highlight the 
pleasures of consumption and the efficiency of modern production—not typically notions of 
the traditional utopia or working-class socialism. Having done away with the nineteenth-
century American’s “incapacity for cooperation,” twenty-first century Boston represents a 
bourgeois utopia. One can listen to any music one likes, at any time, with the invention of 
the musical telephone system, and various labor-saving devices and processes have reduced 
housework to virtual nonexistence. The “essential cruelty and unreason” and “mercenary 
considerations” of the former capitalist system have been replaced with an organized 
brotherhood of “one human family,” best represented by the industrial army.210 Bellamy’s 
grades echo the classes described by Plato in his famous ode to the republic: iron, silver, and 
gilt.211 When West is astonished by the public covering that protects all citizens of Boston 
from the weather, Edith “intimated that it would be considered an extraordinary imbecility 
to permit the weather to have any effect on the social movements of the people.”212 Dr. 
Leete uses the analogy of the private umbrella to explain the problems of the nineteenth 
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century, as described by his daughter: 
The private umbrella is father’s favorite figure to illustrate the old way when 
everybody lived for himself and his family. There is a nineteenth century painting at 
the Art Gallery representing a crowd of people in the rain, each one holding his 
umbrella over himself and his wife, and giving his neighbors the drippings, which he 
claims must have been meant by the artist as a satire on his times.213 
 
The self-reference to satire not only demonstrates Bellamy’s purpose with Edith and Dr. 
Leete’s innocent declarations, but again connects the moral to the material, as West did 
earlier with the comparison between society and a coach. It also provides another example 
of Bellamy’s intense belief of the importance of literature, which is often revealed in Looking 
Backward. Edith gives Julian the chance to reconnect with his past by showing him some old 
“friends,” otherwise a collection of nineteenth-century literature. Only when confronted 
with the wisdom of his contemporary authors is the narrator able to see “the past and 
present, like contrasting pictures, side by side. The genius of the great novelist of the 
nineteenth century, like that of Homer, might indeed defy time; but the setting of his 
pathetic tales, the misery of the poor, the wrongs of power, the pitiless cruelty of the system 
of society, has passed away as utterly as Circe and the sirens, Charybdis and Cylops.”214 
Bellamy again demonstrates how the utopian novel manages to historicize the present, but 
also suggests the value of literature to the historians of the future. Julian is declared in a 
unique position to work as a master historian of the nineteenth century, and is given a 
detailed description of the world of publishing literature and periodicals in the twenty-first 
century. Authors are required to support their own work at first, and the reading audience is 
much more educated: “in literature, the people are the sole judges.”215 Bellamy’s fascination 
with the world of publishing reflects his personal concerns, as Howells would later do by 
making the romantic writer Twelvemough the narrator of his utopian fiction. Bellamy also 
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gives exceptional credit to the work of the writer, arguing that it is only literature that can 
help one to gain perspective. West declares after reading a twentieth-century romance that 
what was remarkable was not so much what was in it, but “what was left out of it”; and 
although Dr. Leete’s information has been helpful to him, it is only the twentieth-century 
author Berrian who managed to draw facts and impressions together into a coherent 
picture.216 
 Bellamy returns to the importance of literature in the lengthy sermon by Mr. Barton, 
to which Julian listens with the Leete family. Barton credits the authors of the nineteenth 
century with the “increased intelligence of the masses which made the difference:” 
The key-note of the literature of the period was one of compassion for the poor and 
unfortunate, and indignant outcry against the failure of the social machinery to 
ameliorate the miseries of men. It is plain from these outbursts that the moral 
hideousness of the spectacle about them was, at least by flashes, fully realized by the 
best of men of that time, and that the lives of some of the more sensitive and 
generous hearted of them were rendered well-nigh unendurable by the intensity of 
their sympathies.217 
 
Bellamy’s self-praise cannot be missed, but he also employs the classic rhetorical 
strategy of making his audience want to be included with “the best of men of that time,” the 
“more sensitive and generous hearted of them.” He also engages with the satiric tradition of 
asking the reader to look in Swift’s mirror and actually see themselves as guilty rather than 
innocent. Barton comments on the absurdity of the Gilded Age, and argues that it provides 
“the explanation of the profound pessimism of the literature of the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, the note of melancholy in its poetry, and the cynicism of its humor.”218 
Bellamy’s meta-reference again cannot be ignored, and encapsulates the author’s skeptical 
idealism and challenge to American innocence. What is required of mankind is an overhaul 
of the concept of human nature, and recognition of the “reality of human brotherhood,” a 
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concept that Howells would also embrace in his Altrurian traveler series a few years later.219  
After learning about the efficiency of twenty-first century distribution and the ways 
in which wages, hours and retirement are determined, Bellamy connects future-Boston to 
one of the most revered works of satire, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. Like Gulliver, 
Julian learns that the utopia in which he has found himself has no lawyers, no schools of law, 
and no need for legislation, since in this perfect world the human race has evolved beyond 
lying. Instead of imprisoning individuals for what would have been criminal acts in the 
Gilded Age, future Americans treat their atavism and other disorders with compassionate 
care. Bellamy also links his work to that of the father of politically-motivated satire, Juvenal, 
by using the phrase “panem et circenses.”220 He recognizes that the masses will not live by bread 
alone, and that the government will have to provide amusements like the musical telephone 
in addition to meals and health care. Future Bostonians have also improved upon the 
nineteenth century’s educational system—everyone now has what would have been 
considered higher education, since they believe children have an inherent right to “intelligent 
and refined” parents, and the resulting improvement of the species can be seen in the 
intelligence and refinement of the citizens of twenty-first century Boston, like the Leetes.221 
Akin to the representatives of the leisure class in Howells’s work, Julian West presents the 
familiar argument that a university education would leave a man unfit for manual labor. Dr. 
Leete retorts that while in the past, that would have forced the educated to associate with the 
rough and uncouth, but that now everyone belongs to the former category, and the latter has 
been eliminated. This and other sections have provided much fodder for criticism of 
Bellamy’s bourgeois concerns, but his radical idealism shines through such moments of 
conservativism. When Julian asks why the nation is so wealthy in the future, Dr. Leete 
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explains how they managed to eliminate the four major wastes of the Gilded Age industrial 
system: the wastes “by mistaken undertaking…from the competition and mutual hostility of 
those engaged in industry…by periodical gluts and crises, with the consequent interruptions 
of industries…and the waste from idle capital and labor, at all times.”222 Leete wryly 
observes: “no reflection would have cut the men of your wealth-worshipping century more 
keenly than the suggestion that they did not know how to make money.”223 While the 
capitalists stubbornly embraced selfish individualism, the Nationalists now share and share 
alike.  
 Within the same section that provides some of Bellamy’s most lucid skeptical 
idealism is also the “thin envelope of romance” he provided to lure in more readers. When 
Julian visits the underground chamber with Edith, it leads to a realization and confession of 
love on both sides, but first Edith insists on having her mother explain the mystery to which 
she has been alluding since Julian awoke. As Mrs. Leete tells West, Edith is actually the great-
granddaughter of his former fiancée Edith, who married another after her betrothed had 
supposedly perished. The family admired the elder Edith a great deal, which led both to the 
naming of young Edith Leete and her own fascination with her namesake. After poring over 
the diaries of the first Edith, Miss Leete developed a romantic fascination with Julian West, 
and has in fact been in love with the idea of him all of her adolescent life. While this 
preposterous connection might strike the twenty-first century reader as absurd, its very 
silliness helps to categorize Bellamy’s work as satire. By winking at the notion of an innocent 
narrator finding himself in the future, in love with another innocent character, Bellamy 
highlights the preposterous nature of the notion of the American Adam. However, in so 
doing, he also reveals his own exceptionalist outlook, which somewhat undercuts his own 
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satirical attack on the present.  
Edith Leete’s innocence and frankness also place her squarely in the tradition of 
satire and skeptical idealism, but she also represents the development of women’s rights after 
the Gilded Age. West is strongly impressed by Edith’s personality, and was first “struck with 
the air of serene frankness and ingenuous directness, more like that of a noble and innocent 
boy than any girl I have ever known.”224 In the twenty-first century, women are not held to 
the same double standard of the nineteenth, and may confess their love for a man even if he 
has not stated his affection first. This social equality is one of the many results of the equity 
of labor that exists—women are seen as an “allied force” to the men’s industrial army, and 
they also choose their own jobs as well as their leaders. While much of Bellamy’s praise for 
women in Looking Backward reads as sexist today, in his time he was admired for his 
progressive thinking by such feminists as Charlotte Perkins Gilman.225 One of the ideas that 
particularly resonated with Gilman and others was Bellamy’s notion that when the nation 
takes care of every human being equally, women and children are no longer dependent on 
men for their livelihood. The old system was “robbery as well as cruelty,” and the women of 
the twenty-first century are a “very happy race,” indeed.226 As a result, marriages exist for no 
other reason than mutual respect and admiration, and families therefore present a form of 
“race purification.”227  
 Towards the end of the novel, West declares that were he to return to the nineteenth 
century and tell them what he had seen, it would be called “moonshine.”228 This comment 
helps to foreshadow Julian’s nightmare in the last chapter, in which he wakes up in 1887, still 
in his underground chamber, and fears that the utopia has been a dream. The morning 
newspaper presents a satirical microcosm of the Gilded Age, mentioning: unchecked fraud 
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and embezzlement; penniless orphans; speculation and corruption; burglaries and larcenies; 
murder in cold blood; multiple suicides due to unemployment, the growth of poverty, 
illiteracy and insanity; and, finally, “Professor Brown’s oration on the moral grandeur of 
nineteenth century civilization.”229 Dripping with irony, the final bit of news reminds the 
reader of Bellamy’s direct challenge to the mythos of American exceptionalism. He uses 
West to illustrate the inability to remain innocent when one’s eyes have been opened to the 
world’s suffering. Doubled again in his identity, Julian wanders the streets of Boston, 
horrified at the gap in wealth and comfort between the rich and the poor. He explores the 
slums of the city and finds himself nearly paralyzed with terrified compassion, laughing with 
“mad humor” at the frenzy of consumption all around him.230 At one moment, when he 
stops to gaze in disgust at the banks on State Street, an associate of his marvels at the bank 
as “the heart of the business system…in endless flux and reflux, the life blood goes.”231 The 
idea of money as the life blood of the nation is one of the main notions to which Bellamy 
objects, and he uses Julian to voice his frustration. When he appeals to his friends to see the 
world as he does, they react with anger and disgust, withdrawing from his supposed insanity: 
“Madman! Pestilent Fellow! Fanatic! Enemy of society…He says we are to have no more 
poor. Ha! Ha!” The absurdity of their laughter, given what Julian knows of the future, is 
decidedly ironic, and again helps Bellamy to highlight the general population’s complicity in 
the corruption of the Confident Years. Thankfully for West, however, it is the dystopia and 
not the utopia that is the fantasy, and Julian wakes up again in the Leetes’ home in the year 
2000. He likens himself to an “escaped convict,” and wonders: “What right had I to hail a 
salvation which reproached me, to rejoice in a day whose dawning I had mocked?”232 
Bellamy links his lampoon of contemporary culture with his optimism that someday his 
  
100 
audience might take action.  
In the postscript the author added to the second edition of the novel, he issued a 
plea to the editor of the Boston Transcript, who had published a review of his work. The editor 
called Bellamy’s time frame in Looking Backward an “absurd mistake, which seriously detracts 
from the value of the book as a work of realistic imagination. Instead of placing the 
realization of the ideal state a scant fifty years ahead, it is suggested that he should have made 
his figure seventy-five centuries.”233 To respond to the editor, Bellamy offers a rare statement 
of direct authorial intent: 
Looking Backward, although in form a fanciful romance, is intended, in all seriousness, 
as a forecast, in accordance with the principles of evolution, of the next stage in the 
industrial and social development of humanity, especially in this country; and no part 
of it is believed by the author to be better supported by the indications of probability 
than the implied prediction that the dawn of the new era is already near at hand, and 
that the full day will swiftly follow.234 
 
He then goes on to provide historical precedents for such profound transformations, like the 
American Revolution and abolition of slavery, among others. By appealing to the audience’s 
exceptionalist view of itself and its own history, he here employs a similar technique to 
Howells in A Traveler from Altruria. He assures his readers that all those who are “true,” 
“thoughtful” and “humane” want the changes described in his book, and hopes that they 
will choose to be included in such flattering descriptions.235 Bellamy hopes that American 
citizens will translate their “mood of exasperation” with the status quo into direct action to 
change it.   
In “Why I Wrote Looking Backward,” Bellamy provides scholars with a rare and clear 
statement of intent by the author, from a writer who very much wished for his intent to be 
known. He claims at the outset that he “never had, previous to the publication of the work, 
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any affiliations with any class or sect of industrial or social reformers nor, to make my 
confession complete, any particular sympathy with undertakings of the sort.” Bellamy asserts 
that his desire to write was prompted by “a perception all too clear of the depth and breadth 
of the social problem and a consequent skepticism as to the effectiveness of the proposed 
solutions.” He connects his skepticism with his idealism by saying that initially, the book was 
not meant to be “a serious contribution to the movement of social reform. The idea was of a 
mere literary fantasy, a fairy tale of social felicity…a cloud-palace for an ideal humanity.” 
However, as he tried to work out the details of his utopian future, his struggle to make sense 
of the transition “led to a complete recasting, both in form and purpose of the book. Instead 
of a mere fairy tale of social perfection, it became the vehicle of a definite scheme of 
industrial reorganization.” Bellamy also engages with exceptionalist rhetoric by saying: “It 
would be preposterous to assume parity of progress between America and Turkey. The more 
advanced nations, our surely first of all, will reach the summit earliest and, reaching strong 
brotherly hands downward, help up the laggards.”236 This belief in exceptionalist rhetoric 
makes his work particularly American, but also helps to separate him somewhat from some 
of the other authors in this study. Later, however, in “How I Wrote Looking Backward,” 
Bellamy recasts his intentions. He discusses his idyllic youth in a New England village, where 
all worked hard and none were either very rich or very poor. It was not until he visited 
European cities that he realized the depths of poverty and class division in his home country. 
He then claims: “Not until we all acknowledge the world’s ‘dirty work’ as our common and 
equal responsibility, shall we be in a position intelligently to consider, or have the disposition 
seriously to seek a just and reasonable way of distributing and adjusting the burden.” 
Although he was focused on the concerns of middle-class Americans like himself, Bellamy 
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offered many radical solutions to the problems of the Gilded Age. His example inspired 
thousands of others to become involved politically, and the legacy of Nationalism helped to 
create the Socialist party in the United States. Through the innocence of his time-traveling 
Bostonian Julian West, the author questions the democratic principles of a capitalist nation 
while evoking exceptionalism throughout. Like his friend and contemporary skeptical idealist 
William Dean Howells, Edward Bellamy belongs firmly in the category of satirist. While 
Howells’s reputation may have endured the creation of the canon of American literature 
more effectively, Bellamy’s work enjoyed immense popularity and caused a ripple effect 
throughout major reform movements in America.   
 
 
Mr. Homos: An Innocent Abroad 
Aristides Homos provides the perfect vehicle for Howells to present the distortions of 
equality in American society. Homos is an outsider—his status as a “foreigner” in a time of 
restricted immigration is frequently mentioned—but he shares with some of his audience a 
confidence that is both Altrurian and American at the same time. Despite often being 
characterized as bitterly socialistic, A Traveler from Altruria presents the hopeful suggestion 
that if the labor class were to join together and exercise the right to vote, it might be possible 
to close the gap between national rhetoric and reality. With these romances, Howells plays 
with the ancient satirical tradition of the mask and the trope of the mysterious stranger to 
contribute to the field of utopian fiction. As the narrator, Mr. Twelvemough meets, 
questions, and begins to be suspicious of Mr. Homos, he mirrors the national fascination 
with innocence and immorality. From Howells’s perspective, all Americans are stuck in the 
  
103 
narrator’s peculiar paradox: all believe in their own innocence and potential for progress, but 
also trust that human nature is inherently too corrupt for utopian dreams to come true. As 
the Altrurian traveler implies—through his befuddlement about American society as well as 
his portrait of his homeland—there are other alternatives to individualist greed, and with 
some hard work, the United States might advance beyond its Gilded Age barbarism. A 
Traveler from Altruria exemplifies Howells’s simultaneous faith in the American experiment 
and fear that it might never live up to its potential.    
Scholarship on Howells has been divided regarding the author’s dedication to 
socialist ideals. The author referred to himself and his wife as “theoretical socialists, and 
practical aristocrats,” and the Altrurian romances reflect his divided concerns. David W. 
Levy calls the unreliable-narrator framing of the stories a conversation between the two sides 
of Howells’s character—the skeptical writer and the optimistic progressive—an idea that is 
underscored by Marcia Jacobson’s investigation into Howells’s experiments with 
autobiography.237 Paul Petrie argues that Howells constructed “a literary aesthetic based on 
an impassioned commitment to literature as a uniquely potent and crucial instrument for 
constructive public discourse about contemporary American social realities.”238 Van Wyck 
Brooks firmly declares that Howells “himself was a socialist as long as lived,” and stresses 
that there can be “no doubt about the reality of Howells’s socialistic views or the depth of 
feeling and conviction that lay behind them.”239 Albert Fried, in his long-range study of 
socialism in America, maintains that throughout the Gilded Age, the country was split 
between classes, and the conflict between labor and the capitalists grew so intense that it 
became “harder and harder to sustain the pretense that the government was impartial in 
administering the laws and responsive to the popular will in passing them.”240 While some, 
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like Fried, have argued that Howells felt his utopia to be impossible, Robert L. Hough 
credits Howells with a “basic optimism,” arguing that through Mr. Homos, “Howells implies 
the possibility of eventually establishing a near-perfect society.”241 Goodman and Dawson’s 
more recent biography of Howells reiterates Hough’s findings, suggesting that the author 
called his Altrurian stories “romances” because they “looked toward an idealized future that 
readers themselves could make a reality.”242  
Howells’s hopefulness is in keeping with the traditions of satire. George Carrington, 
Jr. agrees that the best of Howells’s fiction has been shaped by the genre, and uses the 
ingenuousness of Mr. Homos to emphasize the depravity wrought by the capitalist system.243 
Elisabeth Hansot believes that Howells exploits Mr. Homos’s innocence to highlight 
America’s guilt: “The naieveté of the visitor allows him to discover, inadvertently, the 
contradictions in American civilization. By a rather Socratic combination of simplicity and 
astute questioning, the Altrurian transforms the familiar conventions and practices of 
American life into rituals as exotic and elaborate as anyone might expect to encounter in the 
South Seas.” Hansot echoes Hough’s assertion that Howells’s socialism was primarily moral 
and humanistic, rather than economic—more Tolstoyian than Marxist.244 Edwin H. Cady 
also contends that the author had “a formidable reputation in his day as a spokesman for 
reform, and deserved it.” Howells might well be the only American to have the honor of 
being praised by both Theodore Roosevelt and the daughter of Karl Marx.245 I concur with 
Cady, Hough, Goodman and Dawson regarding Howells’s idealism and impact, but argue 
that his satire in the Altrurian romances was aimed at the conception of the United States as 
both historically innocent and politically exceptional.  
By the time he published the Altrurian romances, Howells was already well 
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established within the world of American literature. He himself was nearing his sixties, 
recovering from the death of his firstborn daughter and—not long after—that of his father 
as well, and becoming increasingly concerned with the state of affairs in Gilded Age 
America.246 Despite his early focus on realism as a means towards social reform ends, his 
writing after the Haymarket affair demonstrates a significant emphasis on the immediate 
need to address problems of race, class, and gender gaps in contemporary society. Howells 
passionately defended the accused in the Chicago trial that followed the bombing, and wrote 
an eloquent plea for mercy in the press.247 The incident came just a few years after Howells 
left The Atlantic and began to publish regular columns for Harper’s, and it coincides with 
Howells’ self-identification as a Christian Socialist.248 As a result of his dedication to 
progressive reform, he was enticed by the new owner and editor of The Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, John Brisben Walker, to join the periodical for a few months as its joint editor. 
Walker was an ardent socialist and believed that journalism could be a powerful force for 
change, and he also hoped to improve the magazine’s literary prestige—therefore making 
Howells the perfect target for his project. While the joint-editing relationship lasted only a 
few months, Howells published installments of the Altrurian traveler series routinely from 
1892 to 1894.249  
Many scholars have investigated the life and career of Howells, but few have spent 
much time on his socialism. The Altrurian romances are similarly overlooked, largely because 
they have previously been viewed as some of Howells’ more clumsy attempts to cover his 
didacticism with the veil of fiction. However, I argue that the Altrurian traveler series 
represents Howells’ very specific satire aimed at institutionalized capitalism in the Gilded 
Age. The stories decry Sinclair Lewis’s accusation that Howells could not understand the 
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concerns facing most of America because of his own gentility; while the tales do focus on 
particularly middle-class concerns, their radical attack on the established order demonstrates 
Howells’ commitment to progressive reform.250  
 
Theoretical socialists, practical aristocrats 
Mr. Twelvemough speaks as both a member of the upper class as well as a writer of 
popular novels, doubling his connections to the author’s own autobiography. The American 
introduces an oft-repeated theme within the first few pages: “That’s human nature” becomes 
a frequent excuse for self-serving behavior throughout the story. However, Mr. Homos 
represents Howells’s proxy for his more extreme socialist, or at the very least anti-capitalist, 
views. Regardless of some of the horrifying realities exposed, the hotel guests Homos meets 
are proud of their country. The outsider appeals to their sense of exceptionalism by noting, 
“As the most advanced country of its time, I’ve always been curious to see [America].” 
Twelvemough, however, quickly observes that Homos “spoke with a certain reservation,” 
and suspects the Altrurian’s admiration for the United States from the outset. He impatiently 
tries to answer the foreigner’s questions, but frequently finds himself at a loss for logical 
explanation. Mr. Homos often inquires “why?” to the writer’s responses, and Twelvemough 
grumbles that Homos has a certain “innocence” that the Americans find “rather trying.” By 
directly connecting the innocence of the Altrurian with the notion of American 
exceptionalism, Howells creates an excellent outlet for his criticism of national hypocrisy. 
Similarly, in linking the cynicism of the narrator with the positivity of the protagonist, 
Howells reveals his own skeptical idealism.  
The American definition of equality is particularly troubling for the visitor. Mr. 
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Homos affirms that all Altrurians are “equal in duties and rights,” whereas Twelvemough 
explains that Americans are “equal in opportunities.” In an attempt to understand his host’s 
perspective, Homos reasons: “The trouble seems to be, then, in the system that obliges each 
man to be the guardian of his own interest. Is that what you blame?” Twelvemough replies: 
“No, I consider it a very perfect system. It is based upon individuality, and we believe that 
individuality is the principle that differences civilized men from savages, from the lower 
animals, and makes us a nation instead of a tribe or herd.” With his insistence in pointing out 
the flaws of a capitalist system based on individual rather than collective need, Howells 
pleads with his audience to recognize their own complicity and consider the alternatives. 
Again consistent with the traditions of satire, Twelvemough uses humor and irony to 
distance himself from the uncomfortable facts with which he has been presented. Homos 
balks at the suggestion that the law should not interfere with a man’s “private affairs” or 
“personal virtue,” and notes that America already has laws against “theft and murder, and 
slander and incest, and perjury and drunkenness,” so therefore it has “legislated honesty, 
regard for human life, regard for character, abhorrence of unnatural vice, good faith and 
sobriety.”251 In response, Twelvemough replies: “I will own that you have the best of me on 
those points. I must say you’ve trapped me very neatly, too; I can enjoy a thing of that kind 
when it’s well done, and I frankly knock under.” When Twelvemough refers to socialists as 
“those idealists who want to bind us hand and foot, and render us the slaves of a state where 
the most intimate relations of life shall be penetrated by legislation,” Homos counters by 
listing American laws regarding marriage and the prohibition of cruelty towards children, but 
quickly appeals to American nationalism by assuring his host that the two civilizations are 
“really one at heart.” Twelvemough is more than happy to accept the flattery, affirming: “we 
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Americans are first of all patriots, and vain for our country.” Once again linking 
exceptionalist thinking with the notion of Altrurian innocence, Howells illustrates his 
satirical approach to American optimism.  
Twelvemough often questions whether or not his guest is truly innocent, feeling “a 
cold doubt of something ironical in the man…It was not easy to make sure of such 
innocence…The doubt whether he could really be in earnest was something that I had 
already felt; and it was destined to beset me, as it did now, again and again. My first thought 
was that of course he was trying a bit of cheap irony on me.” These digressions by the 
narrator signal Howells’s commitment to satire, and Twelvemough even goes so far as to call 
Homos’s questions both “grotesque” and “clumsy satire.”  Further demonstrating his 
dedication to meta-fictional parody, Howells has Homos comment on his host’s suspicions: 
“I am in America to learn, not to teach, and I hope you will have patience with my 
ignorance. I begin to be afraid that it is so great as to seem a little incredible. I have fancied 
in my friend here…a suspicion that…I had some ulterior motive, some wish to censure or 
satirize.” Twelvemough protests, of course, because “it was not polite to admit a conjecture 
so accurate,” as Howells again highlights the insincerity of his unreliable narrator. He also 
links the writer’s hypocrisy with his nationality when Twelvemough speaks for the 
Americans in Homos’s audience: “We are so well satisfied with our condition that we have 
nothing but pity for the darkened mind of the foreigner.” The Enlightenment ideals that 
created the foundations for American democracy, Howells insists, could not be further from 
the dark fallacies of the Gilded Age.  
Like Howells as an author, his narrator uses humor to distance himself from the 
unpleasant truths that the Altrurian brings to light. Twelvemough continually returns to the 
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idea that Americans must delude themselves with fantasies of their own grandeur. He preens 
to Homos that American economic conditions are “the best in the best of all possible 
worlds,” and thinks to himself: “if we ever came to have a national church, some such 
affirmation as that concerning our economical conditions ought to be in the confession of 
faith.” The writer employs similar irony when comparing the “war for the dollar” with the 
Civil War: “‘Mars hath slain his thousands, but Mammon hath slain his tens of thousands,’ I 
suggested lightly; we all like to recognize the facts, so long as we are not expected to do 
anything about them; then, we deny them.” As Homos’s disbelief at the American way of life 
increases, so too does Twelvemough’s discomfort and Howells’s sarcasm. Howells also uses 
Twelvemough’s discomfort with the Altrurian’s concern with the working class to 
underscore his commitment to realist fiction: “our cultivated people have so little interest in 
them socially that they don’t like to meet them, even in fiction;” as a romance novelist, he 
“always go[es] to the upper classes for [his] types.”252 In so doing, Howells re-establishes the 
link between realism and satire noted in the introduction to this project. Despite American 
pretensions to democracy, the distance between the ideal and the real is simply too great for 
Mr. Homos to process. Twelvemough and his friends repeatedly try to stress the idea of the 
working class “in their sphere” or “in their place,” underscoring that the proper place is 
clearly not amongst the hotel guests. 
Howells repeatedly connects the economic atrocities of the Gilded Age to the 
horrors of slavery. In yet another sardonic comment on the Civil War, the writer feels 
terrible for acting as host to one who has committed so many social faux pas: “It was as if…a 
Southerner of the olden time had harbored a Northern Abolitionist, and permitted him to 
inquire into the workings of slavery amongst his neighbors. People would tolerate him as my 
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guest for a time, but there must be an end of their patience with the tacit enmity of his 
sentiments and the explicit vulgarity of his ideals.” The mask of innocence makes it possible 
for one to have a more frank conversation about the problems with American 
exceptionalism. Only the “mysterious appeal” of the “lovably childlike” Mr. Homos permits 
him to get away with “that confounded sincerity of his, that was so much like irony.” The 
link between skepticism and idealism is repeatedly emphasized, as Twelvemough tries to 
educate his guest about the differences between their two countries: “America is a republic 
where every man is for himself, and you cannot help others as you do at home; it is 
dangerous—it is ridiculous.” The absurdity of American exceptionalism is glaringly obvious 
to the innocent outsider, but those who have been raised within the system’s privileges are 
blind to its injustice. Through Homos, Howells projects the hope that “human nature” could 
be more than a synonym for misconduct; through Twelvemough, he reveals the obstacles 
that must be overcome in order for the nation to reach its potential.  
 
The “American fetish”: “insane” and “immoral” 
In the novel, American men of the upper classes are represented not only by 
Twelvemough, but also by his friends: a banker, a minister, a lawyer, a doctor, a professor, 
and a manufacturer. The writer refers to them all as “intelligent” and “open-minded,” as well 
as “thoroughly American.”253 All of these men are thoroughly dubious towards the Altrurian 
traveler—some, like the professor, are even openly hostile to him—but most agree with the 
banker, who tells Mr. Homos “I don’t believe in you, but I respect you.”254  This paradox 
accentuates the distance between American political theory and the social and economic 
reality faced by the majority of the nation. The businessmen argue that the working class 
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have the same political status as every other citizen, but the Altrurian insists that there can be 
no political equality without its social and economic counterpart. Accentuating the theme of 
innocence, the minister observes that “children seem to feel no sort of social difference 
among themselves,” demonstrating that American class snobbery is taught by one’s elders.255 
Like racial prejudice, economic distinctions separate Americans into various groups that 
rarely come into contact with one another; as the banker comments, Mr. Homos would be 
no more likely to meet an African American than a member of the labor class while 
socializing at their hotel. It appears to the Altrurian that while Americans have abolished 
political aristocracy, they have accepted its social substitute without much question. The 
wealthy Americans at the hotel wish only to improve conditions for themselves, not for the 
common good, and as a result the working classes live in a “state of perpetual uncertainty” 
because of their economic status.256 Through Homos, Howells stresses the level of 
performative ignorance required for upper-class Americans to believe in their own 
innocence, or that of the capitalist system. 
 After Twelvemough declares the walking-delegate the “real” source of labor-class 
discontent, the manufacturer strongly disagrees. He insists that the union representative is a 
“symptom,” not the “disease,” and that the “real discontent is with the whole system, with 
the nature of things,” echoing Mr. Homos’ earlier observation.257 The irony of this accord 
should not be lost on the reader, since the manufacturer then goes on to boast about how 
when his workers went on strike, he “locked them out and smashed their union.”258 He 
insists that the “first principle of business” is “the good of Number One first, last, and all 
the time,” again highlighting the distance between American individualism and Altrurian 
collectivism.259 In Altruria, there are neither trade unions nor capitalists, because they felt 
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that the system of workers versus syndicates was “not only impossible, but it was 
insupportably ridiculous.”260 Mr. Twelvemough again gestures towards satire during this 
debate, responding “It hasn’t become quite so much of a joke with us yet.”261 The Americans 
agree that money is the “first consideration” for citizens at all levels of society. Homos is 
horrified to learn that the capitalists put profits first: “Do you really have it in your power to 
take away a man’s opportunity to earn a living?”262 The manufacturer, like most Americans 
of his class in the novel, responds with wry irony: “It is in my power to take away his life; 
but I don’t habitually shoot my fellow-men.”263 Because he has not yet personally resorted to 
direct murder, the manufacturer believes himself to be innocent; however, the outsider 
suggests that his allowing his employees to either starve or work themselves to death marks 
his guilt. Howells ends the chapter with Homos asserting the grotesque nature of American 
forms of recreation, given their aversion to manual labor, clarifying that for Altrurians, 
exercise for its own sake would be regarded as “stupid” and “childish, if not insane or 
immoral.”264 These words are repeated verbatim several times throughout the rest of the 
novel, underscoring Howells’ commitment to pointing out the absurd distance between 
America’s sane political ideals and its immoral economic practices.  
The cynicism of the hotel guests with regard to the existence of Altruria and the 
innocence of Aristides often reflects their ignorance about how America is perceived abroad. 
Mr. Makely, “a good-looking, good-natured, average American of the money-making type,” 
admits he has no idea where Altruria is, but notes that “we’d better make the most of” Mr. 
Homos, since American plans to restrict immigration would mean that “we sha’n’t see many 
more Altrurians.”265 Twelvemough, already sensitive from his guest’s appraisal of the United 
States, finds himself irritated by “this innocent pleasantry,” which again connects the story as 
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well as its narrator to the satire of the American Adam.266 The writer informs Makely: 
“nothing could induce them to emigrate to America,” to which the latter replies: “I didn’t 
know that there were any foreigners who looked at us in that light now. I thought the war 
settled all that.”267 Howells applies the mask of fiction to Twelvemough, but it becomes 
more Juvenalian when applied to Mr. Makely, who stubbornly proclaims: “I used to hear my 
father say that slavery was harder on the whites than it was on the blacks, and that he wanted 
it done away with for the sake of the masters.”268 Howells adroitly steers this conversation 
between the narrator, his silly friends, and Mr. Homos to highlight the notion that ignorance 
on all sides leads to hatred, from the top down as well as the bottom up. The Altrurian 
traveler continually tries to emphasize the concept of the human family to counteract the 
American view of human nature, suggesting that it is our socio-economic systems that lead 
to the worst selfish abuses of capitalism. Makely’s American “innocence” is highlighted by 
his obliviousness to the idea that the nation could be criticized for anything but the chattel 
slavery of African Americans. He completely overlooks the economic inequality that so 
startles Mr. Homos, and instead believes that America has re-established itself as the greatest 
nation in the world after doing away with its most peculiar institution. Twelvemough, for his 
part, is at least astute enough to recognize: “There are a good many things that the war didn’t 
settle so definitely as we’ve been used to thinking, I’m afraid.”269 By linking the socio-
economic abuses of the present day to the atrocities of the recent past, Howells urges his 
readers to effect change on a national level. 
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 “Let Altruria come to you” 
The Altrurian romances highlight the pervasive problems with American 
individualism. As the representative of the upper class, Twelvemough has been warped into 
accepting the American “ideal of social exclusion;” he fails to see that among the working 
class, people have no choice but to cooperate with one another—it is only the rich who have 
the option to be selfish.270 This idea is frequently repeated as the writer, the Altrurian, and 
Mrs. Makely visit the Camp family in the country. Mr. Homos notes the desuetude into 
which many of the farms have fallen, and Reuben Camp defends the farmers against the 
upper-class charges of laziness. For young laborers like Reuben—and clearly, for Howells 
himself—the capitalist market system bears the blame for the poverty that exists in the 
richest nation on earth. Twelvemough and his ilk dismiss such ideals as being part of the 
“crazy Hayseed” campaign, based on farmers who “don’t want to pay back the money they 
have borrowed;” in reality, Howells refers to the newly formed Populist Party, who 
impressed him with their economic idealism.271 In the country, the hotel guests try to 
impress Mr. Homos with their extremely limited charity to poor children, but instead horrify 
him with their approach to public assistance. While Mr. Twelvemough and Mrs. Makely 
insist that to offer help to the impoverished would be “the worst incivism,” Howells 
satirically places the words of “Christ himself” in the horrid woman’s mouth, “The poor ye 
have always with you.”272  Homos immediately points out her misinterpretation, but Howells 
stresses the level of ignorance required to maintain her viewpoint by having Mrs. Makely 
continue to misunderstand.  
Many have argued that the Camp farm represents Howell’s romanticized idea of the 
recent past, particularly the utopian experiments of his own family during his childhood.273 
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While there may be some truth to this, I find the section again dripping with the author’s 
irony. In this section, the audience is introduced to Mrs. Camp, the sickly mother of Reuben 
and Lizzie, and a Civil War widow. When Mrs. Camp calls the Altrurian “too good to be 
true,” Mrs. Makely seizes upon the opportunity to again question the innocence of Mr. 
Homos: “I assure you, if it were not for the accounts in the papers, and the talk about it 
everywhere, I couldn’t believe there was any such place as Altruria; and if it were not for Mr. 
Twelvemough here—who has to keep all his inventions for his novels, as a mere matter of 
business routine—I might really suspect him and Mr. Homos of—well, working us, as my 
husband calls it.”274 Again, the author makes satirical reference to his chosen mouthpiece’s 
profession, and seems to undercut his own bias by pointing it out directly to his readership, 
and thereby uses the traditional satirical device of including himself in his own criticism.  
Like the upper-class guests at the hotel, the working-class Mrs. Camp fears that the 
Altrurian might be too incredible to accept: “There are moments when he seems so entirely 
subjective with me that I feel as if he were no more definite or tangible than a bad 
conscience,” to which Mrs. Makely replies: “Exactly!”275 These two very different women 
can both agree on one thing: it is difficult for an American to accept that there is another 
way of life that might be superior to her own. The Camp family agrees with the other 
members of the working class with whom Homos has discussed American economics: while 
the rich may have the luxury of selfishness, the poor have always had to cooperate in order 
to survive. Reuben flatly states: “If you have capital in America, you can have individuality; if 
you haven’t, you can’t.”276 Howells persistently underscores the double standard that exists 
between the rich and the poor. When Mrs. Makely is offended by the answers she is given to 
some of her questions—which of course clash with her own generous view of herself—Mrs. 
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Camp replies: “You asked us certain questions, and we thought you wished us to reply 
truthfully. We could not answer you with smooth things.”277 This is one of Howells’ and his 
contemporary satirists’ repeated themes: honesty can be rough on the ego—but better to 
deal with unpleasant truths than to allow things to remain as they are. This moment also 
leads to one of the most oft-quoted passages in the novel, which again stresses 
Twelvemough’s apprehensions regarding the innocence of his guest: 
I glanced at the Altrurian, sitting attentive and silent, and a sudden misgiving crossed 
my mind concerning him. Was he really a man, a human entity, a personality like 
ourselves, or was he merely a sort of spiritual solvent, sent for the moment to 
precipitate whatever sincerity there was in us, and to show us what the truth was 
concerning our relation to each other?278 
 
Here, Howells makes clear his purpose in creating the Altrurian traveler: with the hopes that 
his work might act as a sort of “spiritual solvent” to “show us what the truth was,” and to 
change our way of acting towards one another. Like Bellamy and the other authors in this 
study, he urges not only the powerful, but also the liminal to take action. Only by 
emphasizing the collective good about individual desires can the nation begin to live up to its 
so-called principles. 
The ideal of democratic opportunity it at the root of the mythos of American 
exceptionalism, but Howells satirizes that particular patriotic refrain. Mrs. Makely asserts: 
“we are all Americans…we all have the same country,” but Reuben Camp assures her of the 
contrary while describing the fate of the blacklisted laborer. When Homos learns that people 
are regularly deprived of work if they associate with unions or socialists, he “crie[s] out: ‘Is it 
possible that in America it is human nature to take away the bread of a man’s family, because 
he has gone counter to your interest or pleasure on some economical question?’”279 This 
concept is emphasized by the arrival of the nameless tramp character, who is seen as a lazy 
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bum by the upper-class characters, and a poor soul forced out of work by the country folk. 
Their difference in thinking on the tramp’s responsibility for his situation parallels their 
divergent thought processes about the American dream. Mrs. Camp elucidates the 
difficulties of maintaining a farm, and likens the mortgage system to a kind of slavery: “we 
seem to own them, but in fact they own us.”280 The rich and poor debate the notion of 
earning versus paying for something, and Howells shows that—much like political and 
economic equality—they are not always the same thing. While the rich insist that they never 
get something without paying a fair price, the poor suggest that they have earned a great deal 
more than they have gained.  In Gilded Age America, only those who work at maintaining a 
belief in the American mythos can allow themselves to see the nation as exceptional; those 
outside of the protections of race, class and gender understand that there is no such thing as 
innocence in the nation. 
For the remainder of the novel, Howells continues to stress the importance of 
voting, particularly for the working class. The banker compares the country folk selling their 
votes to women selling their bodies, wryly noting that the poor cannot “turn virtue into 
cash.”281 The Altrurian is appropriately horrified at the notion of buying a vote, and the 
capitalist insists: “You can’t have the good of a civilization like ours without having the bad; 
but I am not going to deny that the bad is bad.”282 This obtuse observation again 
demonstrates the performative ignorance required to maintain the American myth of 
equality. After this exchange, Twelvemough again likens his foreign guest to a spiritual being, 
transforming Homos’ innocence from that of a child to that of a cherub: “The Altrurian’s 
voice expressed no contempt, but only a sad patience, a melancholy surprise, such as a 
celestial angel might feel in being suddenly confronted with some secret shame and the 
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horror of the Pit.”283 As the novel progresses, so too does the narrator’s insistence on the 
innocence of his guest. Twelvemough and his friends find both Altruria and its emissary to 
be too innocent to understand the American way of life, yet insist that the American way of 
life is innocent. In the course of defending the capitalist effect on both economic and social 
attitudes and practices, they become increasingly suspicious as to whether or not Mr. 
Homos’ innocence is a way of tricking them into admitting their own guilt. 
In further discussion of the power of the ballot, the banker and manufacturer neatly 
trace the process by which Americans lose their idealism, from youth to advanced age, as 
men and as a nation. All of the upper-class men, including the professor and the minister, 
agree that a university education breeds a sort of distaste for business in young men, and 
note that the richest Americans were not the most educated. The manufacturer brings up 
“the old Ciceronian question: whether the fellow arriving at a starving city with a cargo of 
grain is bound to tell the people before he squeezes them that there are half a dozen other 
fellows with grain just below the horizon,” and differentiates between the obligation of a 
gentleman to be honest and the right of a businessman to make a profit: “business is 
business…we seize all the advantages we can.”284 He connects deception and capitalism 
directly, as well as their effect on America’s national mythos: “Business is the national ideal, 
and the successful business man is the American type. It is a business man’s country.”285 
While education forces one to contemplate the morality inherent within the ideal of a 
democracy, business in the market economy is inherently undemocratic. The manufacturer 
assures Mr. Homos that business will run the republic, and calls the capitalist game of 
chance the “American fetish.”286 He notes with irony that the labor force represents the 
majority of Americans, but that their shortsightedness keeps them from voting and forcing 
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the government to change the laws. Emphasizing Howells’ sympathy with socialism, the 
banker says: “the socialists are the only fellows among them who propose to vote their ideas 
into laws, and nothing can be more American than that.” The banker even goes on to praise 
the organization and practicality of the socialists, despite the disorganization of the labor 
leaders, and cites William Morris’ assertion that “the last state of labor will be like its first, 
and it will be owned.”287 Again connecting capitalism and slavery, Howells uses his middle-
class spokesmen to deftly point out the flaws inherent within the capitalist system.  
  The banker outlines how the American ideal has changed over time: whereas the 
nation once worshipped statesmen, writers, and soldiers, in the Gilded Age of “material 
prosperity,” “heroes of another sort” took over, and “the millionaire” became the idol. Even 
Twelvemough can detect a hint of satire when the banker reminds the Altrurian to keep 
those values in mind as he observes American culture, as it “will account to [him] for many 
things.” After listening to Mr. Homos’s description of his native land and its history, the 
banker proclaims that Homos has “rendered Altruria incredible. I have no doubt that he is 
an Altrurian, but I doubt very much if he comes from anywhere in particular.” This kind of 
circular logic is habitually employed in the novel, usually in defense of American beliefs and 
practices, and it underscores the complicated mental gymnastics required for the nation to 
believe in its own exceptional origin story. 
 
“Our egoistic epoch”: America versus Altruria 
A Traveler from Altruria spends its first ten chapters building towards Aristides’ description of 
his homeland, and the last two describing the socialist utopia.  After the hotel guests and 
farmers have gathered together outside, the Altrurian traveler enlightens his audience about 
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his country’s history, first, and ultimately its contemporary state. He refers to the nation’s 
previous economic status as “the Accumulation,” which took place before the Altrurian 
“Evolution.” Describing what sounds very much like capitalism, he calls the system 
“disorder masked as order,” until the “poor dumb beast of humanity rose” and demanded 
liberty, equality and fraternity.288 They realized that the “love of money” was creating “hate 
of men,” and that while “the Accumulation demanded immunity and impunity,” it was 
perpetually “stricken with the consciousness of the lie always at its heart.”289 In keeping with 
one of satire’s more classic devices, the similarities with Gilded Age America are not lost on 
Mr. Homos’ audience. An old farmer interrupts his lecture to protest: “When are you goin’ 
to get to Altrury? We know all about Ameriky…I ain’t agoin’ to have no allegory shoved 
down my throat, instead of a true history, noways. I know all about how it is here.”290 By 
letting the country bumpkin speak the obvious truth, Howells plays with yet another trope of 
innocence. The Altrurian assures his audience of the integrity of his tale, and says “God 
forbid that the likeness which you seem to recognize should ever go so far as the desperate 
state of things which we finally reached.”291 The irony, of course, is that the desperate state 
of things in America has been elucidated in the previous nine chapters of the novel, but the 
biggest difference between the two nations was how Altruria chose to solve its economic 
problems. When “justice had become a mockery,” the working class remembered the value 
of suffrage, and “the government was forced, by the overwhelming majority which the 
proletariat sent to our parliament, to assume a function which the Accumulation had 
impudently usurped.”292 Their socialist system began with federal control of transportation; 
then the mines and farmlands; then the manufacturing and production—all were transferred 
to government control “without a drop of bloodshed.”293 Again linking the Civil War, slavery 
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and capitalism, Homos comments that even the “old plutocratic oligarchy” was thankful for 
the Evolution, “recalling the declarations some of your slaveholders have made since the 
Civil War, that they would not have slavery restored for any earthly consideration.”294 In 
order to break the spell of didacticism with satire’s humor, Howells again calls on the old 
farmer to interrupt and demand that the Altrurian explain the present way of life in his 
country, since their past is “too dumn like what we have been through ourselves.”295 The 
similarities are not lost on the poor, but the rich Americans refuse to see past their 
exceptionalist viewpoint. 
Homos insists that one way in which Altruria’s economy was transformed was 
through the abolition of cheaply manufactured items, which he again connects to antebellum 
America by calling it the “old slavery” of capitalism.296 They got rid of the “ugly, the stupid 
and the trivial” and replaced with goods that are simultaneously “honest,” “useful,” and 
“beautiful.”297 This, in turn, led to there being no hurry whatsoever—a quality that Mr. 
Twelvemough had already repeatedly noticed about his guest—and the slowing-down of 
society decreased the need for trains, and the ugly towns that dotted their paths. Eventually, 
Altrurians moved out of urban centers and into rural villages, and their old cities now only 
exist to be studied by antiquarians and moralists: “If I were to tell you of the fashion of 
those cities of our egoistic epoch…I should make you laugh, I should make you weep.”298 
He assures his audience that the regional capitals of Altruria bear no similarity to American 
cities, and that as a result of electronic innovations in transportation, they are all as “clean 
and quiet and healthful as the country.”299 In Altruria, men are not defined by their work, but 
instead consider the home the heart of their system of brotherhood and neighborhood. 
Homos compares the social life of Altruria to the republican ideal of the family, once again 
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connecting their ideals to certain American concepts. He also points out that the nation is 
“favored by [its] insular, or continental position,” connecting the geography of Altruria to 
that of the United States and thereby suggesting that a similar transformation could be 
possible.  
 Mr. Homos links himself to the satiric tradition of the mask again when he reveals 
that he is the first Altrurian to travel in America under his true nationality, although his 
countrymen have often traveled abroad incognito. The reprehensible professor uses this 
opportunity to again declare the foreigner a fraud, and deny the existence of Altruria itself, 
calling it a rehash of the greatest works of utopian fiction; he sneers: “As if a civilized state 
could exist for a day without money or business.”300 Mr. Homos responds to the accusations 
by noting that the fictional utopias cited were all “without the discipline of a previous 
competition condition,” and that from his perspective, “America prophesies another 
Altruria.”301 By combining his cynical approach to the capitalist economy with his optimistic 
wish that the nation will improve, Howells again embodies the concept of skeptical idealism 
central to this study. By presenting his readership with an innocence so pure as to be 
incredible, he calls into question the concept of American exceptionalism while expressing 
hope for progress. Homos urges his audience to “bring Altruria to America,” and one can 
hear the plea of the author behind the idealism of Aristides and the skepticism of 
Twelvemough. 
The most major differences between Bellamy’s and Howells’s texts—aside from the 
clear fact that Howells was the superior writer of the two—is the authors’ diverse 
approaches to the roles of socialism and suffrage. Although both felt the need to provide a 
romance to seduce their readers, Howells waited until his sequel to resort to such a device, 
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while Bellamy made the love story one of the main focal points of his novel. Although 
neither author had a direct connection to socialism, Howells’s work more clearly echoes the 
principles of the ideology, whereas Bellamy presents his Nationalist program as a more 
refined capitalism that is run by the state. Writing in the recent aftermath of the Haymarket 
affair, Bellamy appears much more concerned with separating his work from the so-called 
anarchists in Chicago. He even goes so far as to have his twenty-first century Bostonians 
disparage the integrity of nineteenth-century socialism. When Julian West asks Dr. Leete 
about the part played by the “followers of the red flag” in the “establishment of the new 
order of things,” since they were “making considerable noise” in Julian’s time, Leete replies:  
They had nothing to do with it except hinder it, of course…They did that very 
effectually while they lasted, for their talk so disgusted people as to deprive the best 
considered projects for social reform of a hearing…No historical authority nowadays 
doubts that they were paid by the great monopolies to wave the red flag and talk 
about burning, sacking, and blowing people up, in order, by alarming the timid, to 
head off any real reforms. What astonishes me most is that you should have fallen 
into the trap so unsuspectingly.302 
 
By mocking the innocence of nineteenth-century Americans for their failure to realize that 
capitalists were subsidizing the socialists—despite the inaccuracy of his claim—Bellamy 
connects again to the subject of this study and the precepts of satire. West follows Dr. 
Leetes’ assertions with a footnote that the idea “may seem so obvious in the retrospect,” 
even though it “certainly was not held at the time by any one.”303 By intentionally separating 
himself from European socialism, Bellamy presents an Americanized version of the 
working-class movement, one that is both religious and capitalist at its core. 
Also, while Bellamy’s utopia is more sharply drawn than Howells’s, he also makes the 
transition to national control more vague than Howells does. Bellamy seems to have a 
clearer vision of what he wants from the future, but less of an idea of what it will take to get 
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there. He merely argues that society naturally and quickly evolved into his futuristic 
Bostonian utopia. While both rather naively hope for a bloodless revolution, Howells insists 
that there is no path to change without the embrace of suffrage. Until the labor classes 
realize the power of the vote, they will not be able to change the way things are in America. 
Altruria’s progress presages the potential utopia of the United States, but only if all 
Americans make the current political system work for them. In Bellamy’s futuristic vision of 
the nation, however, the President of the United States and head of the national party 
functions more as a corporate executive officer or commander-in-chief than a politician. 
Whereas Howells emphasizes the importance of universal suffrage, Bellamy removes it from 
the equation. In his twenty-first century America, only those who have paid their dues in the 
industrial army and risen through the ranks to retirement are eligible to vote; the workers 
have not “any suffrage to exercise, or anything to say about the choice” of the President.304 
Dr. Leete acknowledges this as “a peculiarity of our system,” but stresses that it would be 
“perilous to the discipline” of the industrial army if the vote were given to the many.305 Also, 
in Bellamy’s utopia, “members of the liberal professions” such as doctors, teachers, artists 
and “men of letters,” are not eligible for the Presidency, since they “do not belong to the 
industrial army.” They may “vote for the President, but are not eligible to his office,” a 
system which West likens to the plan of “government by alumni” at nineteenth-century 
universities.306 Ironically, he gives credit to the “germ of the idea” to those who least benefit 
from its implementation.307  
What is ironic is that while Bellamy was criticized for placing his utopia too near in 
the future, Howells placed Altruria squarely in his contemporary present. It is merely the 
innocence of the American public that has kept Altruria hidden from its sight. Through 
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Twelvemough, Howells mocks the ignorance of millions of men and women who 
stubbornly embrace the principles of American exceptionalism: 
I felt that it ought to have been self-evident to [Homos] that when a commonwealth 
of sixty million Americans based itself upon the great principle of self-seeking, self-
seeking was the best thing, and whatever hardship it seemed to work, it must carry 
with it unseen blessings in tenfold measure. If a few hundred thousand favored 
Americans enjoyed the privilege of socially condemning all the rest, it was clearly 
right and just that they should do so, as that four thousand American millionaires 
should be richer than all the other Americans put together. Such a status, growing 
out of our political equality and our material prosperity, must evince a divine 
purpose.308 
 
The passage, dripping with sarcastic reference to the U.S. Declaration of Independence, 
might well be describing a defense of trickle-down laissez-faire economics in the twenty-first 
century. Howells concludes A Traveler from Altruria by again contemplating Mr. Homos’s 
mask of innocence. Twelvemough, relieved that his guest has gone on to stay with the Camp 
family in the country, reflects that it was the laborers who were “the classes he most 
affected…he left large numbers of such admirers in our house and neighborhood, devout in 
the faith that there was such a commonwealth as Altruria, and that he was really an 
Altrurian. As for the more cultivated people who had met him, they continued of two minds 
upon both points.” In choosing to end his work on this note, Howells explicitly connects 
idealism and skepticism, innocence and experience. The parallels between the Gilded Age 
and the twenty-first century cannot be lost on contemporary readers. The gulf between the 
rich and poor remains a gaping chasm, and the millionaire ideal described by the banker has 
resulted in the least qualified—and perhaps most terrifying—president in American history. 
However, if we are to approach the problem from Howells’s perspective as a skeptical 
idealist, all is not yet lost—if we can ameliorate our economic and political corruption with 
our original optimism, we might just be able to bring Altruria to America, as Mr. Homos 
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hoped so long ago. Both Bellamy and Howells highlight several of the themes connecting 
them directly to this project: the question of innocence in the Gilded Age; the possibility of 
reform in America; and the drastic gulf of both wealth and connection between the upper 
and lower classes in the United States. It also represents the two sides of two authors’ 
perspectives: the aristocratic artist who enjoyed a life of relative leisure, and the genteel 
socialist who passionately believed that change was possible in his country. 
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Chapter Three :  the Feminist  Utopian 
Halfway through Herland, Gilman’s narrator offers a wry takedown of American 
exceptionalism. The sociologist Van Jennings muses: “I had always been proud of my 
country, of course. Everyone is. Compared with the other lands and other races I knew, the 
United States of America had always seemed to me, speaking modestly, as good as the best 
of them.” There is a great deal to deconstruct here. For one, the “of course. Everyone is” 
demonstrates the kind of sweeping generalization the sociologist Van tends to indulge in, 
especially when thinking about anything not particularly familiar to him, as illustrated by the 
implicitly narrow “other lands and races I knew.” This language echoes the word choice of 
the other utopians, particularly Howells, in asserting that the United States is “as good as the 
best of them,” and highlights Gilman’s skill at satire with “speaking modestly.” The author 
again connects directly with her purpose with Van’s thoughts that immediately follow the 
above: “But just as a clear-eyed, intelligent, perfectly honest, and well-meaning child will 
frequently jar one’s self-esteem by innocent questions, so did these women, without the 
slightest appearance of malice or satire, continually bring up points of discussion which we 
spent our best efforts in evading.” Here, she offers an exaggerated wink at her use of satire 
and irony, but also inverts the notion of innocence, making the women as inquisitive as 
children. By toying with the notion of male as well as female innocence, and linking it 
purposefully to expressions of American exceptionalism, Gilman mocks the idea that a 
nation so rife with injustice and inequality could consider itself to be innocent.  
As in the work of Howells and Bellamy, it is the inhabitants in the utopia that best 
represent the author’s calculated wink at American innocence—but the narrators tend to 
play with the trope as well. In reality, what could be more innocent than utopian idealism? 
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For some, the answer is perhaps only a utopia populated entirely by women and girls. Mary 
E. Bradley Lane’s Mizora (1890) and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) each depict a 
remote culture inhabited entirely by women who reproduce parthenogenically, and whose 
civilizations have achieved progress far beyond the wildest dreams of the American 
interloper. Like the Altrurian traveler series and Looking Backward, these novels critique 
American capitalist society and politics by creating an alternative space where contemporary 
national problems have been solved—more or less—using ideas rooted in socialism and 
feminism, such as communal property, universal higher learning, and group childcare. In 
keeping with Samantha and Mr. Dooley’s fictional diatribes, Lane’s and Gilman’s works 
offer long philosophical passages wherein the author’s satiric intent becomes clear, although 
Gilman’s humor is often more evident than Lane’s irony. The feminist utopian offers a 
particular form of national criticism with her parody of innocence. Her frank questions 
about the status quo in the outside world force the narrators—both male and female—to 
reveal the oft-horrific conditions faced by turn-of-the-century women. The world of the 
feminist utopian presents an alternative to the greedy individualism of the United States, and 
in its depiction both authors plead with their audiences to consider trying to change their 
world.    
This chapter examines the trope of the feminist utopian—the innocent female 
denizen of an undiscovered land, stumbled upon by a skeptically idealistic traveler who 
becomes the audience’s tour guide through this advanced society. Through her innocence, 
the feminist utopian provokes a challenge to the reader’s assumptions as well as the 
audience’s inherited ideas about gender and the role of women in society. As in the 
theoretically socialist utopias presented by Bellamy and Howells, the world of the feminist 
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utopian has evolved into one untouched by greed, individualism, or class separation, all of 
which the authors present as stumbling blocks to the progress of American capitalist society. 
These utopias focus on the concerns of first-wave feminists, ranging from dress reform and 
communal childcare to equal opportunities in both educational and legal arenas. Deploying 
irony to lampoon what contemporary Americans believe to be progressive and civilized, the 
writers behind the feminist utopians engage in a long tradition of both satire and utopian 
fiction. These knowing women use what their readers believe about what is “natural” for 
men and women alike, in order to present alternatives to American exceptionalism. In their 
direct connections to contemporary socio-political issues in the United States, the satirists of 
the Gilded Age do their best to highlight ways in which their audiences might be able to 
change the status quo. 
The lineage of the feminist utopian dates back to the nineteenth-century United 
States, when both utopian literature and communities flourished.309 By the turn of the 
century, though, most of those dreams of civilized perfection had been dashed. Some female 
authors chose to imagine a world free from the problems of the capitalist patriarchy. In the 
little-known work Mizora: A Prophecy: A Mss. Found Among the Private Papers of Princess Vera 
Zarovitch: Being a True and Faithful Account of her Journey to the Interior of the Earth, with a Careful 
Description of the Country and its Inhabitants, their Customs, Manners, and Government, Mary E. 
Bradley Lane collects a serialized group of tales first published in the Cincinnati Commercial 
newspaper in 1880-81. Her segregated utopia, Mizora, offers a glimpse into the racial politics 
of the day, while also engaging with issues of socialist uprisings like the Polish revolt of 1863 
and the presidency of Ulysses S. Grant. Her political agenda contains the gentler elements of 
first-wave feminism combined with a radical no-men approach to progress. Unfortunately, it 
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is difficult to calibrate Lane’s feminism in terms of her epoch, as she is truly a mystery. Little 
is known about her life, and biographical information is largely unavailable. However, by 
engaging with Lane’s writing, her social critiques are revealed as an integral part of her 
biography. My intervention calls to recover Mizora as an important work in feminist fiction 
and to include Lane in the American canon.  
Much like the theoretical socialists, Lane’s feminist utopians offer an unconventional 
solution to the problems of the Gilded Age. Lane’s answer was to eliminate all men from 
civilization in Mizora, forever. However, like Gilman before her, Lane and her approach to 
utopia beg for criticism. Both authors build a world largely defined by racial politics and 
cultural support of eugenics. Thus, appreciation for the novels must be tempered by 
engaging with how both deploy a commitment to social and political progress, while building 
an ideal world based on racial purity. Ultimately, however, by laughing at the idea that 
America can consider itself exceptional, both women play with conventional tropes of 
innocence in their utopians as well as their narrators. For example, Vera Zarovich, while 
more of a skeptical idealist like Lane than an innocent like the Mizoran Wauna, embodies 
many of the more conventional nineteenth-century tropes of innocence: she is female, 
separated from her family, politically oppressed, and a stranger in a strange land. By 
presenting the audience with a sympathetic narrator who does not overtly conform to 
Mizoran ideals, Lane demonstrates the ambivalence so common among American satirists of 
the era—the desire to reject American exceptionalism combined with the hope for progress. 
Through Vera’s eyes, Lane’s readers are forced to reckon with the distance between 
American reality and the Mizoran utopia.  
Building, perhaps unwittingly, on Lane’s notion of a peaceful, all-female society, 
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland enjoyed immense success upon its publication in 1915. 
Embraced by audiences just five years before women gained the right to vote, Gilman 
followed up on the popularity of her short story “The Yellow Wall-paper” and her widely 
read sociological treatise Women and Economics (1898) with the story of feminist utopia 
referred to only as “Herland.” Gilman’s perfect world is peaceful, progressive, and 
environmentally conscious, devoid of men and therefore female vanity. As in Mizora, the 
women have focused their energies on education and scientific advancement, and therefore 
have made physical, intellectual, technological and moral progress over the course of many 
generations. In keeping with the personal connection to the utopia displayed by Howells and 
Bellamy, the imaginary society in Herland reflects Gilman’s devotion to public service and 
her efforts towards social reform, particularly her concepts of “social motherhood” and the 
professionalization of domestic duties.310 The story is narrated by Vandyck Jennings, a 
skeptically idealistic sociologist, and his two male companions, Jeff and Terry; the latter two 
represent extreme stereotypes of American masculinity. Jeff idealizes women as domestic 
angels, while Terry reduces all women to sex objects; neither is capable of accepting females 
on equal grounds of humanity. While the innocents in this story are really the women of 
Herland, Gilman’s playfulness with the concept announces itself early in the text, as Van 
announces upon first seeing Herland: “Why—this is a civilized country! […] There must be 
men.”311 By allowing her characters to slowly convince the three men in the narrative that a 
matriarchal society is more advanced, Gilman does her best to persuade her audience. 
Gilman was specifically inspired by Bellamy’s theoretical socialism, and praised Looking 
Backward ’s emphasis on women’s rights.312 Like Bellamy, Howells, and Lane, she uses her 
utopia to present a range of critiques of American society. By embracing the narrative form 
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of utopian fantasy Gilman and Lane satirize their present while displaying dubious faith in 
their hopes for the future. 
Although there is no direct evidence that Gilman read Lane’s work, the connections 
between the texts cannot be overlooked. Both novels were originally published serially in a 
periodical, and both focused on self-conscious form of feminism after Seneca Falls and 
before the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. While each sees the elimination of men 
from society as the source of the utopia’s progress, however, only Gilman’s Herlanders 
consider the notion of returning to a “bisexual race,” as she puts it. Despite Gilman’s fame 
as a prominent feminist, sociologist, lecturer, and author, I argue that Lane’s work offers the 
more direct attack on organized religion as a source of oppression, whereas Gilman dabbles 
in a sort of matriarchal pantheism in her utopia. Although hampered by problematic 
treatments of race and eugenics, their critiques of national naiveté and socialist solutions 
offer a valuable discourse on American innocence. While Gilman’s work has been subject to 
a great deal of scholarly critique in the last half-century, there are only a handful of works 
that even consider Lane’s Mizora as a serious contribution to American women’s utopian 
fiction. My intervention calls to right that wrong, and to categorize Lane as a satirist in 
keeping with Gilman and Howells. Her wry, skeptical wit, her articulation of irony, and her 
commitment to social reform naturally classify her as a satirist.  
 
Mizora: the First American Feminist Utopia 
Although Lane’s Mizora predates Bellamy, Howells, and Gilman, there is no specific 
evidence that any of them ever came across Lane’s writing. However, the initial publication 
of Mizora caused quite a stir among its readers. In the preface, the story’s first editor and 
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publisher, Murat Halstead, asserts that the narrative “attracted a great deal of attention. It 
commanded a wide circle of readers, and there was much more said about it than is usual 
when works of fiction run through a newspaper in weekly installments.” The audience was 
very curious about “the author who kept herself in concealment so closely that even her 
husband did not know that she was the writer who was making this stir in our limited literary 
world.”313 That one detail—that Mary E. Bradley Lane did not wish for her husband to know 
that she was writing a fantastic tale about an all-female, self-sufficient society—is the sole 
biographical element about the author that is reprinted with frequency. One cannot be 
certain if this is true, or if Halstead invented the story in a gendered attempt to explain a 
female author’s desire to remain anonymous. Everything else about Lane, from her birth to 
her life to her death, remains a mystery.  
From the choice of publication, it can be inferred that Lane was from the Cincinnati 
area, and her writing suggests that she was very concerned with issues of feminist reform, 
such as women’s education and civil rights. She was married, and that she perhaps did not 
trust her husband to understand her perspective in her utopian fiction. She was likely born 
during the Civil War, and came of age during the failures of Reconstruction and the 
corruption of the Gilded Age. Lane eschewed literary fame but undoubtedly hoped that her 
work would influence a broad audience, thereby stirring political action. The newspaper 
circulation alone attests to this notion, but her choice to publish the text in book form a 
decade after its writings implies that she wished for her ideas to reach as many people as 
possible. Her idealism and skepticism shine through simultaneously, but her comic skill 
derives mostly from her wit and irony. The attack on American—and really, Western—
exceptionalism shines through in her utopian women’s innocent questions that force the 
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audience to reckon with their daily realities. The questions are both gentle enough to be 
unthreatening and challenging enough to shake the men’s worldview. When faced with the 
genuine innocence of the feminist utopians, the prevailing myth of the American Adam must 
recognize its own absurdity.  
Despite Lane’s status as the very first American woman author to create an all-
female, self-sufficient utopia, she has remained in obscurity. Her work has been dismissed 
and misread by some scholars, but ignored by most. Carol Farley Kessler’s study of utopian 
fiction by American women leaves out Mizora entirely, but refers to other such texts as 
“apologues,” meant to “foment speculation, offer alternative vicarious experience, spur us as 
readers to reevaluate and act upon our own world—create new consensus, establish new 
community. Utopias are spiritual guides, demonstrations of values, experiences of societies 
that while not perfect are in some ways better than our own...Apologues are fables toward 
our future.”314 In keeping with Kessler’s argument, Arthur O. Lewis, Jr. asserts: “one of the 
characteristics of American utopian writers is the frequency with which they choose their 
native land as the place where utopia will someday come to be. Where European utopians 
have tended to find the perfect world in some yet-undiscovered realm (as, of course, have 
some Americans), the American mode has been based on the belief that this land will indeed 
become the best of all possible worlds which has been so much a part of the American 
dream.”315 By emphasizing the link between the reformist nature of utopian fiction and its 
American context, these scholars highlight why Lane’s work is included in this study of 
satirical representations of American innocence. Through her careful revelations about the 
injustices and inequity in the readers’ world, Lane invites her audience to take part in living 
up to the American dream by changing their society. 
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The first scholar to specifically mention Mizora in any published form was Ann J. 
Lane, in her 1979 introduction to the first stand-alone novel edition of Herland, in which she 
curtly dismisses Mary E. Bradley Lane’s accomplishment. While simultaneously noting: “few 
utopias were written by women. Even those few rarely view women’s situation in any special 
way,” Ann J. Lane observes:  
Mary E. Bradley Lane’s Mizora, published in 1890, is the only self-consciously 
feminist utopia published before Herland that I have been able to locate. It is an 
utterly preposterous story. An all-woman world of blond, physically powerful 
women, who appear to have been fashioned after Brünhilde, was created when the 
discovery of ‘the Secret of Life’ made it possible to eliminate all men. It is a thin-
lipped, well-bred, upper-class world where the women adorn themselves with jewels 
and highly decorative clothing, and dinner is prepared and served by servants in 
private homes that are large and magnificent. The author’s claim that this world is 
without class privilege, that intellect is the only standard of excellence, that ‘the 
benevolent and ever-willing Science’ is the ‘goddess who has led us out of ignorance 
and superstition, out of degradation and disease,’ is something less than convincing, 
even as an imaginative creation.316  
 
Similarly, Jeanne Pfaelzer attacks Mizora for its portrayal of unrealistic women, somehow 
mis-reading several elements of the novel simultaneously. She refers to the Mizorans as:  
“the ‘angel of the house’ carried to her logical extreme, still contentedly submissive but 
strong in her inner purity religiosity queen of her own contained realm, which is really the 
extension of her home. Pious, intellectual, apparently indifferent to the material world she 
has apparently designed and built she is the feminized idea of Anglo-Saxon racial 
superiority.”317 While Mary E. Bradley Lane’s racism might be a trickier issue than Pfaelzer 
indicates, Pfaelzer’s excellent work on the utopian novel in America truly falls short in its 
assessment of the women of Mizora. My intervention recovers Mizora from Ann J. Lane’s 
and Jeanne Pfaelzer’s indictments. While I will go into greater detail regarding my objections 
to Lane’s and Pfaelzer’s interpretations later in this chapter, my reading aligns more closely 
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with that of Joan Saberhagen, in her 1999 introduction to the Bison Books edition of text, 
and Duangrudi Suksang in her recent article—two of the only extant works that focus solely 
on Mizora.318 Suksang argues: “In minimizing Mizora, Ann J. Lane fails to consider its 
contribution to the feminist utopian tradition as a whole, and specifically its status as 
precursor of the outpouring of twentieth-century American separatist feminist utopias.”319 
Similarly, Saberhagen asserts: “The author of Mizora appears to be a profoundly dissatisfied 
observer of her own time—disappointed by the state of her country’s politics, by the 
continued oppression of women, and by religion. She has taken the character traits 
stereotypically assigned to men—aggression, oppression, personal ambition—and 
condemned them in all forms to the extent of removing them along with the men from her 
feminine society. Still, a glimmer of hope is retained.” My intervention argues to classify 
Lane among the skeptically idealistic satirists of the Gilded Age, and to call for greater 
investigation of the first all-female utopia in American women’s fiction.  
 
““In my land [men] are so very, very important.”320  
First published in the Cincinnati Commercial in 1880-81, Mizora’s skeptically idealistic narrator, 
Vera Zarovich, introduces the audience to the utopia, while Lane skillfully offers her political 
criticism through Vera’s life and observations. The narrator is a Russian subject who had 
been caught in a Polish political riot, in which her friend is killed. As a result, the innocent 
Vera is wrongfully sentenced to life in the Siberian mines. In Lane’s version of the popular 
“hollow-earth” fantasy, Vera bribes her way onto a whaling ship, is sheltered by Eskimos, 
and is swept over an immense waterfall in a “strange sea” toward Mizora, at the center of the 
earth.321  As in Altruria, Lane’s Mizora mirrors the economic, political, and social problems 
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of nineteenth-century America, until the oppressed banded together and gained power—in 
this case, the women over the men.322 The Mizorans now focus their energy on education, 
scientific advancement, and the study of nature, and they have developed a form of 
procreation that renders men unnecessary.  
As a narrator, Vera Zarovich presents an interesting blend of Russian, Polish, French 
and American politics in her backstory. She calls herself “a Russian: born to a family of 
nobility, wealth, and political power.” She notes that were she to have followed the normal 
course of a woman in her contemporary position, she “would have lived, loved, married and 
died a Russian aristocrat, and been unknown to the next generation—and this narrative 
would not have been written.” Again, she frames her tale as one that she must by necessity 
share with the world, particularly with women. She wryly mentions that “the tongue of a 
woman has long been celebrated as an unruly member, and perhaps, in some of the 
domestic affairs of life, it has been unnecessarily active; yet no one who gives this narrative a 
perusal, can justly deny that it was the primal cause of the grandest discovery of the age.”323 
In one sentence, Lane both scorns those who would silence women and celebrates the 
power of the woman’s voice. The author connects her narrator’s Russian and American 
affiliations, interestingly enough, in Paris. Vera studied there, and spent her vacations with 
her father’s American friends: “Their house, being in a fashionable quarter of the city and 
patriotically hospitable, was the frequent resort of many of their countrymen. I 
unconsciously acquire a knowledge and admiration for their form of government, and some 
revolutionary opinions in regard to my own.” Like Howells and Bellamy, she toys with 
American exceptionalism to appeal to her audience, and implies that it is only natural that a 
woman brought up in Russia would grow to admire America through exposure. She further 
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impresses upon her audience the repressive nature of her homeland’s government: “I 
imprudently gave expression to [some revolutionary opinions] in connection with some of 
the political movements of the Russian Government—and secured its suspicion at once, 
which, like the virus of some fatal disease, once in the system, would lose its vitality only 
with my destruction.”324 Here, she both underscores the cruelty of the Russian system while 
preparing her audience to think she shall continue to praise the American one. In contrast to 
an oppressive tsarist regime, in theory, America should be the utopia that Vera seeks. 
However, her politics get her into further trouble, which results in her fantastic voyage.  
When Vera’s unnamed friend, a Polish orphan, invites Vera to join her on the 
“anniversary of the tragedy of Grochow,” in which her friend’s father was killed by Russian 
soldiers, Vera accompanies her in sympathy.325 She is impressed by the solemnity and scale 
of the occasion, but it “was rudely broken by the appearance of Russian soldiers,” who then 
proceed to murder civilians: “I saw my friend, with the song of sorrow still trembling on her 
innocent lips, fall bleeding, dying from the bayonet thrust of a Russian soldier.” Vera’s grief 
leads to an outpouring of political rage, which causes her arrest, imprisonment, and eventual 
sentencing to life in the mines of Siberia.326 Through clever subterfuge, Vera disguises herself 
as a boy “of a delicate constitution” and bribes her way onto a ship heading to the Northern 
seas. Her relief is short-lived, and her ship is wrecked near the North Pole. Vera survives 
being deserted by the entire ship’s crew with the help of some “Esquimaux,” with whom she 
spends the winter. In spite of their objections, Vera undertakes a journey across a strange 
sea, which then sweeps her into the center of the earth and brings her to Mizora.  
Vera downplays her role as a storyteller and emphasizes her duty to share what she has 
learned with the world, highlighting the implicit truth of the narrative: “Having little 
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knowledge of rhetorical art, and possessing but a limited imagination, it is only a strong 
sense of the duty I owe to Science and the progressive minds of the age, that induces me to 
come before the public in the character of an author. True, I have only a simple narration of 
facts to deal with.” From the outset, as is characteristic of both utopian writers and satirists, 
she declares the truth of her fiction. In so doing, she pleads with the audience to suspend 
their disbelief over the fantastic elements of her hollow-earth story and pay close attention to 
the issues highlighted within. She immediately doubles down on the importance of her task 
as a reporter of “facts,” asserting “My task is not a light one. I may fail to satisfy my own 
mind that the true merits of the wonderful and mysterious people I discovered, have been 
justly described. I may fail to interest the public, which is the one difficulty most likely to 
occur, and most to be regretted—not for my own sake, but for theirs.” Lane, through Vera, 
implores the audience to listen and potentially take action—not for her own sake, but for 
theirs.  She challenges the contemporary notions of humanity: “It is so hard to get human 
nature out of the ruts it has moved in for ages. To tear away their present faith, is like 
undermining their existence. Yet others who come after me will be more aggressive than I.” 
In keeping with Bellamy and Howells, she asks her audience to reconsider both what is 
human and what is natural in order to move forward out of the ruts of the Confident Years. 
When Vera arrives in Mizora after a lonely, dizzying journey into the center of the earth, 
she is repeatedly struck by the sense of enchantment, as though she had awakened in a fairy 
tale.327 The land is beautiful and still, save for the dreamy music made by the lovely women 
she first encounters.328 The women bathe, dress and feed her, and Vera begins to learn their 
language while in their care. Vera pauses for a moment in her narrative to offer a witty, 
feminist interjection:  
  
140 
It does seem a little astonishing that a woman should have fallen by accident, and 
without intention or desire, upon a discovery that explorers and scientists had for years 
searched in vain. But such was the fact, and, in generosity, I have endeavored to make 
my accident as serviceable to the world in general, and Science in particular, as I could, 
by taking observations of the country, its climate and products, and especially its 
people.329  
 
This remarkably clever aside operates on several levels. Through Vera, Lane soothes the 
egos of any “explorers and scientists” who might take offense that a woman has trumped 
their discovery. As she does in the description of Vera’s trip to the center of the earth, she 
emphasizes the woman’s passivity in her remarkable journey, as though she were merely 
driven by fate. She underscores the feminine attribute of passivity by additionally offering 
her tale for the good of others, in the self-sacrificing tradition of the ideal woman. While this 
could be interpreted as cutting against a feminist ethos, I argue that Lane satirizes the notion 
of the angel of the house with her feminist utopians. Vera highlights the scientific—and, 
therefore, masculine—aspects of her research, by noting that her story is not a mere diary of 
her time in Mizora, but a careful and detailed record of her research-based observations. 
Lane’s irony seeps through Vera in her musings on man’s place in society: “In my 
own country I had been accustomed to regard man as a vital necessity. He occupied all 
governmental offices, and was the arbitrator of domestic life.”330 She links the political with 
the personal, the governmental with the domestic, and further ironically appeals to masculine 
ideals in her observations of Mizora: “Besides, it was a country over which the heart of any 
man must hear, however insensible he might be to beauty or female loveliness. Wealth was 
everywhere and abundant.” Mizora seems like a fantasy world for men, who from Lane’s 
perspective are motivated by a desire for either wealth or beautiful women. While noting that 
in her own country, she was often flattered for her “face and figure,” Vera feels “ill-formed 
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and uncouth beside the perfect symmetry and grace of these lovely beings.” She cannot help 
but think “It would be a paradise for man” in Mizora, and often wonders “Why is he not 
here in lordly possession?” Again, she emphasizes the man’s desire to obtain and 
accumulate, as opposed to the peaceful cooperative ideal in Mizora, and points out how man 
sees himself in her own country. Her ironic wit in these passages cannot be overlooked: “In 
my world man was regarded, or he had made himself regarded, as a superior being. He had 
constituted himself the Government the Law, Judge, Jury and Executioner. He doled out 
reward or punishment as his conscience or judgment dictated. He was active and belligerent 
always in obtaining and keeping every good thing for himself. He was indispensible.”331 In 
contrast to man’s view of himself in Vera’s world, however, in Mizora women have 
dispensed with men entirely, and are “practicing the arts and sciences far beyond the 
imagined pale of human knowledge and skill.” It takes chapters before Vera can truly be 
convinced of the men’s absence. As she gradually explores the various buildings and outdoor 
spaces of Mizora, consistently meeting only women and girls, she finds herself wondering 
over and over again: “Where are the men?”332  
Like Edward Bellamy and William Dean Howells after her, Lane has her utopia focus 
on education, and the improvement of the self, society and environment through learning. 
As one of the university’s leading instructors explains to Vera, “education is the foundation 
of our moral elevation, our government, our happiness. Let us relax our efforts, or curtail 
the means and inducements to become educated, and we relax into ignorance, and end in 
demoralization.” They have invented labor-saving devices to make cooking and housework 
easier, an idea that later would be repeated by Bellamy and Gilman. The women have also 
made great strides in nutritional innovation and have come up with all kinds of technically 
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advanced methods for producing food. While their diet is largely plant-based, they even 
serve Vera a meat substitute that she takes for the real thing. The women credit their healthy 
lifestyle with their longevity and immunity from disease. No one eats in public or between 
meals, and alcohol is never consumed. As in Howells’s Alturria, they focus on the beauty of 
usefulness of everything in their environment, and regard economy as a virtue. The Mizorans 
point out that they never “graduate,” in the sense of completing their education; the Mizoran 
goal is constant self-improvement. Vera’s guide Wauna calls it “our system of mind culture,” 
declaring “we have now arrived at a stage when advancement is clearly perceptible between 
one generation and the next.” Her mother, the Preceptress of the university, connects this 
progress to universal, ongoing education, declaring it “the great destroyer of castes. It is the 
conqueror of poverty and the foundation of patriotism. It purifies and strengthens the 
national, as well as the individual character.” By appealing to her readers’ sense of pride in 
nationalism, Lane demonstrates a savvy awareness of American exceptionalism. She lauds 
individual progress while connecting it to the strength of the nation. However, she 
emphasizes her idealism as she envisions a “a Temple of Learning” in her own land, with the 
inscription “Enter who will: No warder stands watch at the gate.”333 In her attempt to 
imagine the Mizoran example taking root in Western culture, Vera, and, by extension, Lane, 
offers her readers an idea that could be put into action.  
In keeping with Bellamy’s ideal of a religion of solidarity, Vera learns that the 
Mizorans think of themselves as “one immense family of sisters who knew no distinction of 
birth or position among themselves.”334 Also like the other utopias, there is no need for law 
in Mizora, because of the “elevated moral character” of the people.335 Class distinctions have 
also been eradicated, and as in Herland, Altruria, and twenty-first century Boston, “no social 
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favor or ignominy rested on any kind of labor.” When Vera is insulted that the cook at a 
dinner party has been asked to join the rest of the guests, she is pitied by the Mizorans for 
her backwards thinking. Like all utopians, the women of Mizora look upon the world from 
which their intruder has arrived as “one of barbarism.”336 As the Preceptress explains to 
Vera, “Mizora is a land of industry. Nature has taught us the duty of work...we are all born 
equal, and labor is assigned to all; and the one who seeks labor is wiser than the one who lets 
labor seek her.” They choose to let custom rather than law dictate their actions, and have not 
had to use their prison in centuries.337 As Vera observes, they have “one proverb” only: 
“Labor is the necessity of life.”338 Vera “at last comprehended that in this very law of social 
equality lay the foundation of their superiority.”339 In Mizora, occupation is a matter of 
choice and ability, rather than an accident of one’s birth. By drawing an outline of an actual 
meritocracy for her readers, Lane highlights the contrast between the principles of American 
democracy and the practices of American economics. 
The root of all problems in the Western world, Lane argues, is the male sex. When 
Vera can no longer handle the mystery of the missing men, she finally asks Wauna, who 
“professed never to have heard of such beings,” and wonders “naively,” “‘Perhaps it is some 
extinct animal?’” Lane connects to the mockery of exceptionalism by pointing out Wauna’s 
naiveté and “innocent surpise” at being asked about her “other parent.”340 The author 
follows her lampoon of innocence with more ironic commentary by Vera on men: “Is it 
strange, therefore, that I should have regarded with increasing astonishment and uneasiness 
a country in all respects alluring to the desires of man—yet found him not there in lordly 
possession?” After repeating man’s need for “lordly possession,” she doubles down on the 
male’s invalid claim to all that was good in society: “Beauty and intellect, wealth and industry, 
  
144 
splendor and careful economy, natures lofty and generous, gentle and loving—why had Man 
not claimed this for himself?”341 Like Bellamy and Howells, she seems to suggest that a 
change in the concept of human nature is what is truly required for utopia to become reality. 
Vera at first believes that the kindness is simply “a species of refined courtesy in which the 
children were drilled,” but later learns that “it was the natural impulse of the heart, an 
inherited trait of moral culture.” Again, ironically, she highlights the difference in thoughts 
on human nature and morality in her society: “In my world, kindness and affection were 
family possessions, extended occasionally to acquaintances.”342 Vera is so impressed by the 
generational improvement in human character in Mizora that she pauses her narrative to 
offer a rare direct prescription for her own world: “I believe it is the duty of every 
government to make its schools and colleges, and everything appertaining to education—
FREE. To always be starved for knowledge is a more pitiful craving than to hunger for 
bread. One dwarfs the body, the other the mind.”343 Her plea for universal education 
presents not only a progressive political idea, but also underscores Lane’s central concern 
with equal opportunities for women. 
Repeatedly throughout the text, the author articulates the particular frustration of a 
woman who wishes to be recognized for her intellect, rather than the size of her waist or the 
lilt of her singing voice. She also takes up what would become one of Gilman’s pet causes, 
the idea of communal child-rearing. In her fifteen years in Mizora, Vera is particularly struck 
by the close bonds between mother and daughter: “the love of Mizora women for their 
children is strong and deep. They consider the care of them a sacred duty, fraught with the 
noblest results of life.” She also notices how well women in Mizora are able to balance the 
demands of intellectual work as well as domestic life; she comments that the “editor and 
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proprietor of the largest and most widely known scientific and literary magazine in the 
country” is also a “mother of eight children” with “one of the largest fortunes and most 
magnificent residences in the country.” In Vera’s world, and that of most of Lane’s readers, 
a woman could never both own and edit a magazine for intellectuals, let alone do so with 
eight children; most mothers of eight would find themselves unable to work outside of the 
home, and often on the brink of poverty as the result of so many mouths to feed. The stark 
contrast between the narrator’s Gilded Age society and the utopia that is Mizora is 
repeatedly emphasized, both directly and indirectly.  
After spending years in the country and vigorously studying its history, Vera is forced 
to conclude “that Mizora was either a land of mystery beyond the scope of the wildest and 
weirdest fancy, or else they were utterly oblivious of such a race [of men].” The irony is clear 
in Lane’s phrasing: Mizora is, quite simply, both at the same time. Like the author herself, 
Mizora is truly mysterious, but those mysteries are explained eventually, in true serial fashion, 
by Lane’s text. Through her narrator, she reveals her commitment to progressive issues and 
man’s role as a roadblock to that progress. Vera’s sarcasm underscores Lane’s attitudes: 
“Man, in my country, was a necessity of government, law and protection. His importance, 
(as I viewed it from inherited ideas) was incalculable. It could not be possible that he had no 
existence in a country so eminently adapted to his desires and ability.” Like the other authors 
in this study, Lane goes out of her way to emphasize the role of “inherited ideas.”344 All of 
the skeptical idealists of the Gilded Age, particularly the utopians, took great pains to point 
out that the horrors of the world lay not within the heart of the individual human being, but 
with the system each had been taught by his or her civilization. In thinking of the state of 
affairs in her own society, Vera remarks with sorrow upon the sad fate of “those who sought 
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to relieve the sufferings of the many by an enforced government reform,” since “their aim at 
least was noble.” Feminist utopians like Lane and Gilman or theoretical socialists like 
Bellamy and Howells, “in this land...would have been recognized as aspiring natures, 
spreading their wings for a nobler flight, seeking a higher and grander life...But in the land 
they had sought to benefit and failed, they suffered in silence and darkness, and died 
forgotten or cursed.” Mizoran culture has embraced the benefits of political reform, and its 
people made a thoughtful change to how they chose to think and act.  
Vera had imagined—emphasizing the evolutionary focus of Lane’s theory—that the 
Mizorans had biologically, gradually become better people: “I had supposed these qualities 
to be an endowment of nature, and not a development sought and labored for by 
themselves.” 345 In the altruistic atmosphere of Mizora, Vera has become more focused on 
her duty to the community and less on the individualistic ideal of her home culture. She feels 
a profound moral influence, inspiring her to not only wish to better herself but also to 
wonder “if there could be hope for such happiness” outside of Mizora. Despite her joy in 
her new land, though, Vera remains plagued by the mystery of man’s absence: “Why is such 
a paradise for man so entirely devoid of him?”346 It is not until she describes her home to the 
Preceptress that Vera begins to learn the answer to her question. The learned Mizoran, upon 
hearing Vera’s confession that her people “are not all of one race,” asks quietly and in clear 
emotional distress, “Are there men in your country?”347 Thus concludes Part One of Mizora, 
proving Lane a master of suspense as she leaves her readers hanging on until her next 
installment.  
The horror of the Preceptress upon learning that Vera comes from a place where 
men exist demonstrates the point of Lane’s satire: that men are the root of all evil in 
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American politics and society. Her wry takedown of national exceptionalism escalates with 
Vera’s confession that she has a husband and a son. To the feminist utopians of Mizora, this 
would be akin to admitting that she had both coupled with and given birth to a monster. The 
Preceptress “started back with a look of loathing and abhorrence; but it was almost instantly 
succeeded by one of compassion.” Again, Lane uses the Mizoran women to demonstrate 
that humankind can learn to control its basest impulses, like fear and disgust. The 
Preceptress then takes Vera into a previously unseen area of the university, full of portraits 
of men—causing Vera to weep for the first time since she arrived in Mizora. She also 
explains to the visitor why the Mizoran leaders have chosen to keep the history of men out 
of sight: “nothing in Mizora is concealed, but we do not parade its existence, nor urge upon 
students an investigation of its history. They are so far removed from the moral imbecility 
that dwarfed the nature of these people, that no lesson can be learned from their lives.”348 
The force of Lane’s point cannot be missed. Once again, Vera ironically emphasizes the 
necessity of men: “In my land they are so very, very important.” She refers to a woman-only 
nation as a “wonderful change,” and the Preceptress, like any good utopian guide, gives her a 
brief history of Mizora’s development. 349 She instantiates Lane’s concept of “race” as it 
relates to gender by stating: “Many ages ago this country was peopled by two races—male 
and female. The male race were rulers in public and domestic life. Their supremacy had 
come down from pre-historic time, when strength of muscle was the only master. Woman 
was a beast of burden. She was regarded as inferior to man, mentally as well as physically.350 
Like the women in Vera’s world, the women in Mizora’s past had to work harder for less 
money, and “wars, famine and pestilence were of frequent occurrence.” Lane’s dedication to 
women’s civic and political equality is clear throughout the Preceptress’s tale, and the 
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emphasis continually returns to issues concerning women.  She goes back and forth between 
focusing on how certain issues, like “poverty, oppression, and wretchedness,” show no 
gender bias whatsoever—that male and female alike can suffer from war, famine or 
pestilence—while also demonstrating that woman’s particularly problems were at the root of 
Mizora’s changes:  
Children came into the world undesired by even those who were able to rear them, 
and often after an attempt had been made to prevent their coming alive. 
Consequently numbers of them were deformed, not only physically, but mentally. 
Under these conditions life was a misery to the larger part of the human race, and to 
end it by self-destruction was taught by their religion to be a crime punishable with 
eternal torment by quenchless fire.351 
 
Although this contains another troubling suggestion of eugenics, Lane’s choice of issues 
highlights her progressive dedication to at least semi-socialist solutions to problems faced by 
women in a Christian, capitalist, individualistic society.  
 
“How very Americanish this history sounded!” 
After having spent time learning the language and customs of the utopia, Vera begins an in-
depth study of Mizoran government and history, and cannot help but compare what she 
learns to what she knows of the United States. Their Federal Republic has term limits of five 
years, and “no candidate could come before the public seeking office before having a 
certificate from the State College to which she belonged, stating her examination and 
qualifications to fill such an office.” Vera thinks to herself that it’s “just like examining 
school-teachers. And why not?” Vera notes with some irony, “I remembered to have heard 
some of my American acquaintances say that in their country it was not always qualifications 
that get a candidate into office. Some of the ways were devious and not suitable for publicity. 
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Offices were frequently filled by incompetent men.” There are no political arguments or 
party politics in Mizora; politically motivated slander is seen as “a crime worthy of 
barbarians,” and no public servant would dream of using their role to “secure office or 
popularity,” or they should “be in instantly deprived of public esteem.”352 The reason the 
Mizorans know better, Lane underscores, is because their own history parallels that of the 
United States. As the Preceptress begins to recount the “political chicanery” of the past, 
Vera cannot help but think “how very Americanish this history sounded.”353 As the story 
unfolds, the mirror image of the United States in the Gilded Age is undeniable: there was 
“political corruption in both parties,” and the “real welfare of the country was the last thing 
considered by a professional politician.” In the Mizoran past, as in American history, the 
“candidate for election...might be guilty of heinous crimes, yet the party covered them all.” 
In spite of this, however, a “vast number of people were ignorant enough to cling blindly to 
some party, and this “superstitious party faith was what the unscrupulous politicians handled 
dexterously for their own selfish ends.354 Lane’s disgust with contemporary politics and the 
all-too-easy manipulation of voters could not be more clear. However, like Bellamy and 
Howells after her, she displays her own hope that eventually, the people will come to their 
senses and recognize the common humanity of all. The Preceptress reveals that the “people 
became disgusted with defamatory political literature” and began to vote for “good” 
candidates without adhering to party lines. As a result, “politicians began to work for their 
country instead of themselves and their party, and politics took the noble position that the 
rights of humanity designed for it.”355 The Mizora of Vera’s present day is plagued with none 
of the problems of the past, or America’s present—in the Confident Years or today. The 
people see themselves as one large family, and the laws within each of the one hundred 
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states of the union have been made uniform, which led to the nation’s strength and 
prosperity. 
In her description of Mizoran history, the Preceptress links directly to earlier 
American history. She describes a revolution against oppression and the establishment of 
representative government, which granted civil liberties to adult males only. This led to some 
progress, but “the first Republic had been diseased from its birth. Slavery had existed in 
certain districts of the nation.” As she notes, “no nation can become universally moral until 
it is absolutely FREE.” By paralleling the fight over states’ rights in American history, Lane 
illustrates her devotion to addressing the problems within her supposedly democratic 
country. The fierce debate over slavery leads to civil war in Mizora, which “severed forever 
the fetters of the slave and was the primary cause of the extinction of the male race.”356 The 
Preceptress pauses to offer her thoughts on the peculiar institution: “The inevitable effect of 
slavery is enervating and demoralizing. It is a canker that eats into the vitals of any nation 
that harbors it, no matter what form it assumes.” In the Mizoran version of history, the slave 
territory became “utterly worn out” and “collapsed from internal weakness.”357 Lane then 
begins a lengthy and detailed, not-at-all-veiled criticism of the ascent of Ulysses S. Grant, “a 
man of mediocre intellect and boundless self-conceit” whom “the deluded people” hailed as 
a “hero” and “military genius,” despite the fact that “it was known that he never risked a 
battle until he was assured that his own soldiers were better equipped and outnumbered the 
enemy.” The nation, worn out from war and following the lead of the politicians, heaped 
adulation on the general, failing “to perceive the dangerous path that leads to anarchy and 
despotism—the worship of one man.” The “egotism and narrow selfishness of the man 
began to exhibit itself” after he was made President, and through the power and vanity of 
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those in control of the government, the Republic started to inch its way towards becoming 
an Empire.358 They tried to elect the general to an illegal third term, and eventually the 
Government, which had “more power than the people,” made him “President for life”: 
“When too late the deluded people discovered they had helped dig the grave for the corpse 
of their civil liberty, and those who were loyal and had been misled saw it buried with 
unavailing regret.” In the end, one man’s ego causes the downfall of mankind itself in 
Mizora.  
The warning to Americans familiar with Grant’s ascendance is unmistakable, as is the 
appeal to Lane’s readers’ sense of exceptionalism: “Had the people been less enlightened, 
they might have yielded without a murmur, but had enjoyed too long the privileges of a free 
Government to see it usurped without a struggle...They fought until the extermination of the 
race became imminent, when a new and unsuspected power arose and mastered.”359 It is 
men who destroy the Republic, male soldiers who refuse to defend the Government, and 
men who kill each other until the previously-politically-invisible women come to the rescue: 
“The female portion of the nation had never had a share in the Government. Their 
privileges were only what the chivalry or kindness of the men permitted. In law, their rights 
were greatly inferior.” 360 As a result of this legalized inferiority, “the evils of anarchy fell with 
direct effect upon them. At first, they organized for mutual protection from the lawlessness 
that prevailed. The organizations grew, united and developed into military power. They used 
their power wisely, discreetly, and effectively. With consummate skill and energy they 
gathered the reins of Government in their own hands.”361 The women took over and 
excluded men from the “affairs and privileges” of Government for one hundred years. The 
Preceptress again delivers one of Lane’s best cliffhangers at the conclusion of the chapter: 
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“At the end of that time not a representative of the sex was in existence.”362 In essence, the Preceptress 
explains to the astonished Vera, they “let the race die out.” Through their commitment to 
science, they learn to reproduce parthenogenically, as “the MOTHER is the only important 
part of all life.”363 Like Gilman after her, she expounds on the importance of women, and 
mothers in particular, and the Preceptress explains that in Mizora, the child is always an 
improvement on her mother. In keeping with the faith in progress of the Confident Years, 
Vera hopes that she might be able to bring this remarkable discovery to her homeland. The 
Preceptress assures Vera that nature is most generous to those who follow her laws, and 
suggests that with hard work, Vera’s world could become more like Mizora: “It has required 
patience, observation, and care on the part of our ancestors to secure to us the priceless 
heritage of health and perfect bodies. Your people can acquire them by the same means.”364 
Following the tradition of satirists dating back to Juvenal and Swift, Lane encourages her 
audience to consider their country through the lens of Mizoran culture; if they don’t like 
what they see, perhaps it might be time for each individual reader to try to effect national 
change, ideally through working cooperatively. 
 
“What is true of the history of one people will be true of the history of another.” 
One of Lane’s most revolutionary approaches in the text is her treatment of religion. She 
declares her atheism through the women of Mizora, and uses Vera to couch it in gentler, 
more Victorian terms. While Mizora is a strangely sexless world, Lane’s godlessness is 
arguably one of her most radical positions.365 Lane places her faith in the turn-of-the-century 
ideal of Science, and like Bellamy assumes that all scientific progress will be for the good of 
both humankind and nature. She calls the Mizoran way of life “the ideal life of exalted 
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knowledge...that Science had made real and practicable.” She refers to her book as a labor of 
love for civilization, the fruit of fifteen years of labor in learning about how life can be 
improved in her homeland. Lane suggests again and again in the text that if people were to 
shake off the bonds of the religious past, they might be able to progress as a nation. 
In Mizora, there is a total absence of any recognizable trace of religion, save for a 
respect for the laws of Nature. When Vera inquires after the houses of worship in Mizora, 
Wauna regards her with surprise:  
You ask me such strange questions sometimes I am tempted to believe you a relic of 
ancient mythology that has drifted down the centuries and landed on our civilized 
shores, or else have been gifted with some marvelous prolongation of life, and have 
emerged upon us from some cavern where you have lived, or slept for ages in 
unchanged possession of your ancient superstition.366  
 
Lane’s choice of words not only underscores her disdain for religion, but also her view of its 
place in a civilized society—which is to say, like the word “utopia” itself, no place at all. 
Wauna calls the universities their place of daily worship, and pleads with Vera: “Oh, 
daughter of the dark ages...turn to the benevolent and ever-willing Science. She is the 
goddess who had led us out of ignorance and superstition; out of degradation and disease, 
and every other wretchedness that superstitious, degraded humanity has known.” In case 
that assault on religion was too subtle for some of her readers, Lane has her utopian guide 
continue: “[Science] has lifted us above the low and the little, the narrow and mean in human 
thought and action, and has placed us in a broad, free, independent, noble, useful and 
grandly happy life.” Instead of prayers, the Mizorans offer their work as gratitude for their 
happy lives, and note that “prayer will never produce an improved air-ship...prayer never 
saved one of my ancestors from premature death.”367 Only science can stop the march of 
disease and increase the effectiveness of technology; the ignorance and superstition of 
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religion are mere impediments to that progress. Unlike Vera’s people, who believe in the 
existence of a soul and its persistence in an afterlife, the Mizorans accept that “we cannot 
know” what happens after one dies. While they react with sorrow to the accidental drowning 
of a young girl, for example, the death of an old woman is treated with matter-of-factness 
that Vera finds troubling: “Why should we mourn...for what is inevitable?”368 According to 
Wauna, the whole aim of life for a woman in Mizora is that, after she has died, those who 
knew her will say: “the world is better for her having lived in it.”369 This is their motto for 
humanity, and arguably the message that Lane wishes to share with her readers. Go forth 
and make the world better in your lifetime. 
Vera cannot shake the superstitions of her culture. She fears for the eternal 
damnation of Wauna’s innocent soul, and goes to Wauna’s mother with her concerns. The 
Preceptress ties the folly of religion to the illogical tangle of the prison system in America. 
When Vera relates the numbers of people imprisoned and the cost of their housing, the 
Preceptress wonders why they are not educated instead of religiously instructed: “Education 
will root out more sin than all of your creeds can...Educate them up to that point where they 
can perceive for themselves the happiness of moral lives, and then you may trust them to 
temptation without fear.” Recalling her earlier comments on the rich’s fear of the poor, the 
Preceptress again emphasizes the morally progressive function of education. She argues that 
in her study of Mizoran history, “the further you go back the deeper you plunge into 
ignorance and superstition. The more ignorant the human mind, the more abject was its 
slavery to religion.” Once again, she re-emphasizes her point: “What is true of the history of 
one people will be true of the history of another. Religions are not necessary to human 
progress. They are really clogs.”370 The only proper plumber for that particular clog, she 
  
155 
assures Vera, is universal higher education: “beliefs in creeds and superstitions were 
perversions of judgment, result from a lack of thorough mental training...No mind of 
philosophical culture can adhere to such superstitions.” When the Preceptress describes the 
process by which mythology becomes mocked as superstition while “a more absurd and 
cruel religion” takes its place, Vera muses “she had been giving me a history of my own 
ancestry,” but again focuses on her idealism: “I remarked the resemblance with the joyous 
hope that in the future of my own unhappy country lay the possibility of a civilization so 
glorious, the ideal heaven of which every sorrowing heart had dreamed.” In other words, per 
Vera, Mizora is heaven on earth, and there should be no need for any other celestial 
perfection. The Preceptress assures Vera that “our punishment comes in this world; but it is 
not so much through sin as ignorance...Misery belongs to the ignorant, happiness to the 
wise. That is our doctrine of reward and punishment.”371 Again in keeping with their motto 
of leaving the world better than one finds it, the Mizorans believe that one must work for 
the future even though she cannot be part of it. This selfless concern for the good of 
civilization, this cooperative ideal—espoused by the religious in Gilded Age America in word 
but not deed—is what Lane wishes accentuate for her readers, hoping that perhaps they 
might follow the Mizoran example. The shock to Vera’s system caused by Mizoran atheism 
leads her to deep contemplation: “Before me, in vision, swept the mighty stream of human 
life from which I had been swept to these strange shores. All its sufferings; its delusions; its 
baffled struggles; its wrongs, came upon me with a sense of spiritual agony in them that 
religion—my religion, which was their only consolation—must vanish in the crucible of 
Science...It was horrible to think of. The prejudices of inherited religious faith, the 
contracted forces of thought in which I had been born and reared could not be uprooted or 
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expanded without pain.”372 Yet again, Lane emphasizes the crippling nature of inherited 
prejudice, which could apply not only to Vera’s Western notions of religion but also the 
American ideology of race.  
In keeping with many other nineteenth-century progressives, Lane’s approach to 
racial politics is problematic. Pfaelzer, Lane, Suksang and Saberhagen all condemn Lane’s 
treatment of race, but I would like to propose an alternative interpretation of Mizoran 
ideology, based on Vera’s frame story.373 Just before her journey into the center of the earth, 
while traveling with the Eskimos, Vera discovers “an open sea,” with a “mild breeze” that 
was “delightfully refreshing. Across this sea I had a strong desire to sail.” However, the 
Eskimos try to stop her voyage: “no one encouraged me or would agree to be my 
companion. On the contrary, they intimated that I should never return.” With typical 
skepticism, Vera believes they are only trying to frighten her into staying, so she insists upon 
leaving, hoping to find “some of my own race” in the “milder climate.” Her Eskimo friend 
smiles at her and asserts: “Across that no white man’s foot has ever stepped.” I propose that 
in Lane’s hollow-earth fantasy, the inhabitants are all fair-skinned, blonde and blue-eyed 
because the characters live at the center of the earth. The Eskimo’s response underscores 
this assumption. It seems odd that others found it acceptable to believe that after three 
thousand years of evolution in Mizora, men had been phased out, but could not imagine that 
the women would have become progressively fairer over time. Vera even asserts: “It was not 
a surprise to me that astronomy was an unknown science in Mizora, as neither sun, moon, 
nor stars were visible there.”374 Without the sun, how could the pigmentation that creates 
variation in skin tone be produced? In essence, how could Mizorans have anything but the 
fairest white skin and lightest blue eyes, given their environment? The ideas presented in 
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Mizora are some of the most progressive of the time period, but they are marred by the 
suggestion of racism and eugenics. However, this element has not kept other authors of the 
period from being celebrated. Gilman, for example, expressed horrifically prejudiced views 
in some of her lectures and essays, but remains lauded as a progressive feminist to this day.375  
When the Preceptress finally reveals the portraits of the past, Vera notices of the 
men: “dark hair and eyes were as indiscriminately mingled in these portraits as I had been 
accustomed to find them in the living people of my own and other countries.” When Vera 
inquires “what happened to the dark complexions,” the Preceptress declares: “We believe 
that the highest excellence of mental and moral character is alone attainable by a fair race. 
The elements of evil belong to the dark race...We eliminated them.” Now, bear with me 
here. I know that this sounds perplexingly prejudiced. But for one, grammatically, the 
Preceptress’s “them” refers to “the elements of evil,” not “the dark race,” and Mizorans 
have indeed eliminated evil in their society. Also, there is no direct evidence outside of a 
handful of statements in the text to suggest that Mary E. Bradley Lane held racist or white 
supremacist views. I suggest that—rather than associating the “dark race” with non-white 
peoples—Lane has the Mizorans associate light with female and dark with male. They would 
not be the first culture to do so, nor the last; and while the racial politics of the story are 
quite complicated, they are not the only factors in Mizoran progress. Throughout the story, 
men are referred to as a “race,” and women as another “race.” When men became extinct 
three thousand years prior to the action of the story, so did the “dark race.” Additionally, 
Joan Saberhagen reminds readers that Lane chose to make the heroine of her story dark, in 
direct contrast with the all-blonde world of Mizora.376 Just after the Preceptress describes the 
elimination of the “dark race,” Vera reminds her readers of her own dark complexion:  
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My companion had no intention of wounding my feelings...I had the consolation of 
secretly disagreeing with her. I am still of the opinions that their admirable system of 
government, social and political, and their encouragement and provision for 
universal culture of so high an order, had more to do with the formation of 
superlative character than the elimination of the dark complexion. 
 
If anything, here Vera denounces any notion of genetic supremacy, and touts the benefits of 
education and moral improvement. Why would Lane have chosen to make her heroine of a 
dark complexion, if she was in favor of destroying all such types? Vera could very easily have 
been made blonde-haired and blue-eyed, but Lane’s narrative choice instantiates the 
complicated nature of her attitude towards race.  
In keeping with the traditions of satire and utopian fiction, Vera begins to long for 
home, both to return and to share what she has learned, “to carry back to that woe-burdened 
land some of the noble lessons and doctrines I had learned in this.”377 She asks her friend to 
accompany her on her journey to “that strange land of barbarians,” and while Wauna is 
pleased, her mother is quite reluctant to let her go. When the Preceptress has been 
persuaded and the two set out on their journey, Vera reflects upon her time in Mizora: “Shall 
I ever again see a land so fair, where natures so noble and aims so lofty have their abiding 
place? [...] Farewell, sweet ideal land of my Soul, of Humanity, farewell!” 378 By stressing that 
Mizora is the ‘ideal land” of humanity, Lane illustrates her commitment to utopian fiction; 
the satirist’s ending, however, stresses her skepticism over her idealism. Vera wonders as she 
heads home:  
Would the time ever come when it, too, would be a land of universal intelligence and 
happiness? When the difference of nations would be settled by argument instead of 
battle? When disease, deformity, and premature death would be unknown? When 
locks, and bolts and bars would be useless? [...] Fancy flew abroad on the wings of 
hope, dropping the seeds of progress wherever it passed. 
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Vera quickly recognizes, however, that her idealism is mostly just a flight of fancy, so she 
resolves to focus on one issue: “The poor should be given work, and justly paid for it, 
instead of being supported by charity...The poor should possess exactly the same educational 
advantages that were supplied to the rich. In this one measure, if only I could make it 
popular, I would see the golden promise of the future of my own country...I doubted not the 
wiser and better of my own people would aid and encourage me.” In this passage, the 
conclusion to the penultimate chapter, Vera not only shares Lane’s primary concern—the 
importance of free universal education—but also employs a classic rhetorical technique. Like 
her successors, including Gilman and the theoretical socialists Bellamy and Howells, Lane 
skillfully manipulates her readers’ desire to be part of the solution rather than the problem. 
As Bellamy would later echo, she pleads with her audience to include themselves among the 
“wiser and better” of her people, knowing that it flatters the American sense of 
exceptionalism to do so.  
Upon Vera’s return, however, she finds nothing but despair. Her father and son are 
dead, and her husband has fled Russia for the United States, so Vera and Wauna carry on to 
American shores. Along the way they stop in London and Paris, and everywhere the reaction 
to the Mizoran woman is the same: “Men and women alike regarded her as an impossible 
character, and I began to realize with a sickening regret that I had made a mistake. In my 
own country, in France and England, her beauty was her sole attraction to men. The lofty 
ideal of humanity that she represented as smiled at or gently ignored.”379 Indeed, “smiled at 
or gently ignored” would be the most common response to ideas proffered by a woman in 
the Gilded Age, and Wauna wishes to return home as soon as possible. Her nature is too 
elevated to bear the realities of America during the Confident Years, and she sadly perishes 
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in an Eskimo hut on her way back to Mizora. Lane concludes her tale with Vera’s sad 
musings: “In the United States I await the issue of universal liberty. In this refuge for 
oppression, my husband found a grave. Childless, homeless and friendless, in poverty and 
obscurity, I have written the story of my wanderings. The world’s fame can never warm a 
heart already dead to happiness; but out of the agony of one human life, may come a lesson 
for the many.”380 The lessons contained within Lane’s utopian fiction are many, but her 
champions have been few. Perhaps if we can re-examine her status as an author in light of 
the other satirists of the Confident Years, particularly the echoes of her work contained 
within Gilman’s Herland, we may begin to re-assess the cultural work of her novel.  
 
Herland: Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Feminist Fantasy 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s work is suffused with gentle ridicule and wry wit, and woven 
together with threads of irony that more than mitigate the didacticism of the social reform 
goals of Herland. Unlike Lane, Gilman was well established as a writer and public intellectual 
long before her utopian fantasy was published serially in her own feminist periodical The 
Forerunner in 1915. While Lane’s fiction may have reached a broader audience in the sense 
that her work was released in a general newspaper rather than a feminist magazine, Gilman’s 
reputation was already established long before Herland was released. Her works Women and 
Economics and “The Yellow Wall-Paper” had already received a great deal of critical acclaim, 
and the Dean of American Letters Howells even praised her poem “Similar Cases” when it 
first appeared in Bellamy’s Nationalist periodical.381 However, Howells never proved to be the 
ardent supporter that Gilman may have hoped he would be.  In addition to other sources, 
Gilman’s Herland was directly inspired by Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward. She credited 
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Bellamy with a progressive attitude towards women’s issues in his Nationalist future vision, 
and became an ardent supporter of the clubs that sprang up around his ideas. Although her 
work was popular in her lifetime, some have suggested that her tumultuous personal life 
contributed to both her tepid relationship with Howells and her contentious relationship 
with the American public.382 The full novel of Herland was not published in book form until 
1979, and the corrected text did not appear until twenty years later.383  
Ultimately, however, in the nearly half-century since its first book-length publication, 
both Gilman and Herland have been the subject of much scholarship. When Gilman’s poetry 
was first published, an anonymous reviewer in The American Fabian celebrated her 
contributions to the American socialist movement as a whole; Mark Van Wienen similarly 
suggests that Gilman’s work was essential to the development of the socialist party in 
America. Shelly Fisher Fishkin has compared Gilman to Twain in her embrace of mocking 
the “lie of silent assertion,” highlighting Gilman’s work as a cornerstone of feminist 
humor.384  While her skill as a humorist and devotion to feminist causes remain threads that 
run throughout scholarship on Gilman, the author’s skeptical idealism has received various 
treatment. Cynthia J. Davis asserts that the sequel to Herland, With Her in Ourland, instantiates 
the writer’s “hopelessness,” while Mary Jo Deegan insists that the latter “calls for reason, 
social action, and cooperation between the sexes.” Deegan argues that the two utopian texts 
should be read as a whole, but, for the purposes of this study, one must reckon with the first 
text on its own merits alone.385 Gilbert and Gubar support the idea that Gilman’s work was 
intended as a critique of contemporary cultural systems in the United States: “the satiric 
critique here means that the better Herland looks as an all-woman culture, the worse 
patriarchal America seems by contrast.”386 Elizabeth Keyser also places Gilman in the 
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tradition of satirists reaching back to Jonathan Swift, and offers a thoughtful comparison of 
Herland with Gulliver’s Travels, connecting both through the satirist’s social reform message 
coupled with humor.387 My intervention calls to highlight Gilman’s position as a satirist by 
seeing her work as part of a fifty-year attack on American innocence, in keeping with Holley, 
Twain, and the other authors in this study. Both Gilman’s and Lane’s approaches to the 
trope of the feminist utopian mark their challenges to the socio-political assumptions of the 
Confident Years.  
While the women are the true “innocents” in the text, Gilman’s playful take on 
innocence reveals itself through both the male and female characters in Herland. The 
narrator, Van, a sociologist, establishes himself as the reasonable medium between the 
romantic botanist Jeff, who puts women on a pedestal with old-fashioned chivalry, and the 
predatory explorer Terry, who is essentially a caricature of masculinity. The three old friends 
set out an adventurous expedition, funded by Terry’s extreme wealth, to try to find a 
mythical land of all women.  The trip is actually an offshoot from another, during which the 
men keep hearing “more and more savages” tell a “story about a strange and terrible 
‘Woman Land’ up in the high distance...this strange country where no men lived—only 
women and girl children.” Van, Terry and Jeff seem particularly enticed by the potential 
danger of the journey, according to the locals:  “None of them had ever seen it. It was 
dangerous, deadly, they said, for any man to go there. But there were tales of long ago, when 
some brave investigator had seen it—a Big Country, Big Houses, Plenty People—All 
Women.” When Van inquires: “Had no one else gone?” they tell him: “Yes—a good 
many—but they never came back. It was no place for men—that they seemed sure of.”388 
Van and his friends laugh at the gullibility of the “savages,” but are intrigued enough to want 
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to see for themselves whether such a place might really exist. Terry uses his wealth to secure 
a boat and a biplane for their journey, and the men are off to discover “Feminisia.” 
 The character of each man is carefully revealed in his imagined version of the all-
female territory: “Jeff was a tender soul. I think he thought that country—if there was one—
was just blossoming with roses and babies and canaries and tidies—and all that sort of thing. 
And Terry, in his secret heart, had visions of a sort of sublimated summer resort—just Girls 
and Girls and Girls.” Van, despite his reason, demonstrates his own prejudice as well: 
“You’re all off, boys...If there is such a place—and there does seem to be some foundation 
for believing it—you’ll find its built on a sort of matriarchal principle—that’s all. The men 
have a separate cult of their own, less socially developed than the women, and make them an 
annual visit—a sort of wedding call. This is a condition known to have existed—here’s just a 
survival. They’ve got some peculiarly isolated valley or tableland up there, and their primeval 
customs have survived. That’s all there is to it.” 389 No man is able to conceptualize a world 
in which his ideology does not rule. Would such conjecture be so difficult for women, or 
would women easily be able to imagine an all-male world in which they had been eliminated? 
The latter is and was much closer to reality. The innocence of the three men—in the sense 
that they could never conceive of a society that functions without the male sex—is 
demonstrated over and over again through Gilman’s word choice. Terry even goes so far as 
to declare: “I’ll get myself elected King in no time!”390 His hubris is an important part of his 
role the most masculine of the three, and as Van observes early on, “It was really unpleasant 
sometimes to see that notions [Terry] had” about women. Jeff, on the other hand “idealized 
women in the best Southern style. He was full of chivalry and sentiment, and all that. And he 
was a good boy; he lived up to his ideals.” Gilman, of course, has more sympathy for the 
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Jeffs of the world than the Terrys, and their experiences in Herland reflect her preferences. 
However, she insists through Jeff that the idealization of women is actually a roadblock in 
their progress towards equality; as Van says: “I got out of patience with Jeff, too. He had 
such rose-colored haloes on his women folks.” Van, too, bears his share of sexist 
assumptions, despite his “middle ground, highly scientific of course,” as he “used to argue 
learnedly about the physiological limitations of the sex.” As he wryly narrates, post-
adventures in Herland, “We were not the least ‘advanced’ on the woman question, any of us, 
then.”391 Gilman implies, through Van’s narrative skills, that now, as opposed to “then,” at 
least some of them have become “advanced” on the “woman question,” underscoring the 
progressive nature of both feminism and utopian fiction.  
 As they embark on their quest, the three men observe “Ladyland” from a biplane: 
“That’s not a bad little kingdom...It’s a pretty enterprising savage who would manage to get 
into it.” The land is “forested about the edges, but in the interior there were wide plains, and 
everywhere parklike meadows and open places. There were cities, too; that I insisted. It 
looked—well, it looked like any other country—a civilized one, I mean.”392 The definition of 
“civilized” gets repeated ironic treatment from Gilman over the course of Herland. As the 
men inspect the territory more closely, they find it to be a “mighty lucky piece of land” with 
a “first-rate climate,” a land “in a state of perfect cultivation, where even the forests looked 
like they were cared for; a land that looked like an enormous park, only it was even more 
evidently an enormous garden.” There are “clean, well-built roads,” as well as “attractive 
architecture,” everywhere a kind of “ordered beauty.” As they search, they can see only 
women and girls, which all of the men find preposterous: “‘Why, this is a civilized country!” I 
protested. ‘There must be men.’ ‘Of course there are men,’ said Terry. ‘Come on, let’s find 
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‘em.’” Like Lane, Gilman shows her skill at serialized fiction with her mastery of the chapter-
ending cliffhanger: “Of course it was unwise of us...Here goes for Herland!”393 The repeated 
deployment of the masculine assumption “of course” bumps up against the irony of the 
“unwisdom” of these men’s journey, articulating Gilman’s commitment to satire. 
 
“Why, this is a civilized country! [...] There must be men.” 
 Once the men start exploring the utopia from the ground, they realize that there are 
young women in the trees, watching them and laughing. Terry tries to lure them to him with 
“bait” comprised of cheap jewelry, highlighting his beliefs about what women want. While 
Van had hinted a Terry’s predatory nature in the first chapter, in the second his role as a 
potential rapist is made very clear: Van describes him as “like a creature about to spring” on 
the young women.394 While this may seem like a tough character to defend as a trope of 
innocence, Gilman clearly winks at the sort of performative ignorance required to suggest 
that Americans like Terry are at all innocent. She toys with the notion of exceptionalism by 
linking the men’s “innocent” beliefs in male supremacy to their nationalism and patriotism. 
The men immediately wish to “import some of these ladies and set ‘em to parking the 
United States,” while assuring the readers that “there is no country lovelier” than California, 
despite the loveliness of Herland. The utopia is “too pretty to be true,” with no dirt, smoke, 
or noise, much like Bellamy’s Boston of the future.395 Terry keeps ridiculing the notion that 
such a civilized place could lack mankind: “‘No men, eh?’ sneered Terry... ‘This is no savage 
country, my friend. But no men?’ Boys, it behooves us to go forward most politely.”396 It is 
worth noting that Terry believes that the potential existence of men is the only reason to be 
polite. However, the women of Herland are organized and able to defend themselves well, 
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and have no need for men or politeness. As a result, they are able to challenge the 
interlopers’ assumptions and present alternatives to the way of life they have taken for 
granted in the American Confident Years.  
 The innocence of the outsiders is emphasized when the women capture the men: “I 
had the funniest feeling—a very early feeling—a feeling that I traced back and back in 
memory until I caught up with it at last. It was that sense of being hopelessly in the wrong 
that I had so often felt in early youth...Jeff felt it too...We felt like small boys, very small 
boys, caught in doing mischief in some gracious lady’s house.” However, “Terry showed no 
such consciousness.”397 While Jeff and Van exhibit the innocence of youth when caught, 
Terry shows the ignorance of blind masculinity. Echoing the laughter of the women in the 
trees, Van reflects: “It makes me laugh, knowing all I do now, to think of us three boys—
nothing else; three audacious impertinent boys—butting into an unknown country without 
any sort of guard or defense. We seemed to think that if there were nay men we could fight 
them, and if there were only women—why, they would be no obstacles at all.”398 The all-
female “vigilance committee” manages to overcome the men through power in numbers and 
unspoken organization. When Terry urges his friends to make a break for it, as Van 
describes, “we found ourselves much in the position of the Suffragette trying to get to the 
Parliament buildings through a triple cordon of London police.” The women merely try to 
contain the men until Terry fires his revolver, at which point they cry out and seize the 
intruders in groups of five: “We were lifted like children, straddling helpless children, and 
borne onward, wriggling indeed, but most ineffectually. We were borne inside, struggling 
manfully, but held secure most womanfully, in spite of our best endeavors.” Gilman’s 
delightful wordplay mocks the male assumption that any man can overpower any number of 
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women, and calls into question contemporary assumptions—like the Van the sociologist’s—
of women’s physical inferiority. Again, Gilman masters the cliffhanger by ending her chapter 
with the men losing consciousness in captivity.399 Over and over again, Van reflects on how 
the men both acted and were treated like small children in Herland—offering a sort of 
reversal of innocence. The men arrive in the strange land thinking themselves all-knowing 
and all-powerful, and find themselves reduced to the condition of small boys. Terry, of 
course, finds it hilarious yet humiliating: “So you realize what these ladies have done to 
us?...They have taken away all our possessions, all clothes—every stitch. We have been 
stripped and washed and put to bed like so many yearling babies—by these highly civilized 
women.”400 The men all agree that the women of Herland have adopted “a mighty sensible 
dress,” highlighting one of Gilman’s causes: dress reform.401 Gently, Van, Terry, and Jeff are 
held captive by the older women, who instruct their prisoners in the ways of their world, 
beginning with the language. Again, innocence is emphasized. When Jeff reflects on how 
well they are being treated as prisoners, noting: “it’s better than we’d have been likely to get 
in man-country,” Terry sneers: “Man-Country! Do you really believe there are no men here, 
you innocent? Don’t you know there must be?”402 This repetition of the notion that men 
“must” exist echoes Lane’s Vera’s queries upon reaching Mizora. Both female authors 
choose to highlight the arrogance of the men’s attachment to inherited ideas while 
presenting alternatives to America’s capitalist individualism.  
Both Gilman and Lane challenge contemporary assumptions about gender roles 
through the existence of an all-female, self-sufficient, scientifically advanced society. The 
male characters, however, care mostly about capitalizing on their status as the only men in a 
world of women. While the men were attracted to the younger Herlanders they saw in the 
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trees—Celis, Alima and Ellador—they are not allowed contact with any of the girls for a 
long time. They keep debating amongst themselves whether or not the women of Herland 
are “feminine,” according to their American standards. Jeff complains that their hair is too 
short, whereas Terry asserts that the only time they seem feminine is when they are knitting, 
highlighting popular prejudices. Terry grows increasingly frustrated by their imprisonment 
and continued education, and convinces the other two men to attempt an escape. When they 
get to their biplane, however, they realize that the women have sewn it up into some kind of 
bag, thereby preventing the men from leaving. As their frustration mounts, they realize that 
the same young ladies that were in the trees upon their arrival are there again, laughing at 
them, again. They trick the men into being recaptured by a large force of women, who 
treated the men “as truants only, and as if they quite understood [their] truancy.”403 The 
outsiders begin to realize that they “were considered as guests of the country—sort of public 
wards. Our first violence had made it necessary to keep us safeguarded for a while, but as 
soon as we learned the language—and would agree to do no harm—they would show us all 
about the land.” When they are given the chance to tour Herland further, they still cannot 
find any men or boys, which Terry finds to be “infernal nonsense,” so he decides to “ask 
‘em outright...are there any men in this country?” 404 In marked contrast with Lane’s slow and 
careful reveal of Mizoran history, Gilman chooses to share the background of Herland early 
in the tale. Van’s teacher Somel reveals to the men that not only are there “no men in this 
country,” but also that “there has not been a man among us for two thousand years.” As in 
Mizoran history, where men have been absent for three thousand years, the disappearance of 
men is so far in the past that no living generation could possibly have a memory of it. Both 
authors suggest that men were always impediments to the progress of civilization, and that 
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the utopia was only made possible by their removal.  
Even the thoughtful sociologist Van, who bears his own share of sexist assumptions, 
phrases his question incredulously: “You ask us to believe that for two thousand years there 
have been only women here, and only girl babies born?”405 Somel demonstrates her wisdom 
yet again by appealing to the men’s egos and sense of exceptionalism, which is in keeping 
with the other utopian skeptical idealists in this study. She positions their ignorance as 
intelligence by saying: “We have been waiting, you see, for you to be able to speak freely 
with us, and teach us about your country and the rest of the world. You know so much, you 
see, and we only know our own land.” In connection with the other examples of 
performative ignorance in this study, Van notes that the women were “so far from being 
ignorant—they were deeply wise.” Despite their lack of contact with men, these women 
somehow understand that flattery is the best way to get a man to do what one wants; as Van 
notes: “what she had said about our importance gave instant pleasure to Terry. I could see 
by the way he lifted his head that it pleased him.” The women’s total “absence of irritability” 
at the men’s childish and bigoted behavior demonstrates their superiority of character, and 
they patiently wait for their prisoners to process what they have learned before asking about 
the women of America. Van observes with some curiosity: “when she spoke of our 
women—someway I had a queer little indescribable feeling, not like any feeling I ever had 
before when ‘women’ were mentioned.”406 The feeling might be described as guilt, but that is 
not something Van is able to process until he has spent more time in Herland.  
As the men learn more about the history and practices of the utopia, they discover 
that the ideas of the dairy and meat business inspire disgust, again in keeping with the other 
utopians. Van pauses briefly at the outset of the fifth chapter to remind the audience that 
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this work is meant to be didactic rather than entertaining: “It is no use for me to try to piece 
out this account with adventures. If the people who read it are not interested in these 
amazing women and their history, they will not be interested at all.”407 Consistent with 
Lane’s frequent reminders in Mizora that Vera’s experience is meant to be instructive as well 
as scientific, Gilman uses Van’s position as a sociologist to add emphasis to her concern for 
her readers. His background also allows him to realize more quickly than the other men that 
the women are grilling them about their culture: “I wish I could represent the kind, quiet, 
steady, ingenious way they questioned us. It was not just curiosity—they weren’t a bit more 
curious about us than we were about them, if as much. But they were bent on understanding 
our kind of civilization, and their lines of interrogation would gradually surround us and 
drive us in till we found ourselves up against some admissions we did not want to make.”408 
Here, Gilman winks at the ultimate role of the satirist. Forced to look at themselves in 
Swift’s glass, the satirist’s audience is cajoled into self-examination and the admission of 
guilt. Slowly, the men find themselves admitting to gross inequality between the sexes, the 
torture and murder of domestic animals, and a near-total lack of compassion for children. In 
turn, Gilman forces her readers to wonder whether or not the world really was better off 
with men in charge. 
The women of Herland have managed to carry on without men because they have 
developed the ability to reproduce parthenogenically. The first mother was looked upon as a 
gift from the goddess Maaia, and her five daughters carried on her tradition: “As fast as they 
reached the age of twenty-five, they began bearing. Each of them, like her mother, bore five 
daughters...the older women, those who remembered men, died off...there were left one 
hundred and fifty-five parthenogenic women, founding a new race...There you have the start 
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of Herland! One family, all descended from one mother!”409 As a result, the main feelings in 
the utopia are mother-love and sister-love—ideas that the men scoffed at both before and 
after their arrival in Herland. As Terry remarks: “It’s likely women—just a pack of women—
would have hung together like that! We all know women can’t organize—that they scrap like 
anything—are frightfully jealous...That’s a likely story.”410 He goes on to complain about 
how “these women aren’t womanly.” While Jeff tries to protest that their devotion to 
motherhood makes them the ultimate women, the slowly evolving Van comes to realize that 
the inhabitants of Herland “were strikingly deficient in what we call ‘femininity.’ This led me 
very promptly to the conviction that those ‘feminine charms’ we are so fond of are not 
feminine at all, but mere reflected masculinity—developed to please us because they had to 
please us, and in no way essential to the real fulfillment of their great process.”411 The idea of 
“femininity” as “reflected masculinity” had already been outlined by Gilman in her earlier 
work, but is here given clear articulation by a male narrator. By allowing Van to slowly come 
to the realization that American ideas of gender might not be entirely correct, Gilman gently 
encourages her audience to correct their own ideologies. 
In another wink at traditional Victorian behavior, even after some time in Herland, 
the men remain confined to meeting with the older women. The Herlanders try to explain to 
the men the danger they pose to themselves, since if any of them were to attempt to harm 
any of the young girls, it would invite attacks by “a million mothers.” Terry keeps trying to 
protest that they are “gentlemen” and not “savages,” but these women—and the readers—
know better.412 In another comparison with Mizora, the women of Herland do their best to 
make the men understand their concept of emphatic motherhood and all-encompassing 
sisterhood, which Van describes as being like “A Religion.”413 It is not until the older women 
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feel that the men have learned enough about their culture’s history and philosophy—or, in 
Van’s words, until they have been “sufficiently tamed and trained”—that they are allowed to 
explore the utopia. In yet another display of her skill as a humorist, Gilman has Van 
highlight the hilarity of Terry’s interactions with his assigned teacher, Moadine. The 
Herlander “was patient with him, and courteous, but it was like the patience and courtesy of 
some great man, say a skilled, experienced diplomat, with a schoolgirl.” Such an inversion of 
gender roles infuriates the ridiculously masculine Terry, as must the repeated reduction of 
the man into a child. Gilman quite obviously toys with these notions in order to make her 
audience think about the plasticity of their existence. The female culture in the utopia is 
devoted to “the conscious effort to make it better”—with “it” being every aspect of their 
existence.414 When faced with such humbling cooperative progress, Van admits: “we were 
not prepared to show our way was better,” and that both he and Jeff found a growing “keen 
appreciation of the advantages of this strange country and its management.” While gradually 
realizing that the American way of life might not, in fact, be superior or exceptional or 
innocent in any way, the men continually try to defend themselves through asserting their 
own correctness. As Van observes of the women: “they never disputed our absolute 
statements, only made notes of them.” In time, the sociologist finds himself in awe of the 
women: “they certainly presented a higher level of active intelligence, and of behavior, than 
we had so far really grasped...I confess that [the intelligence] was the most impressive, and, 
to me, most mortifying, of any single feature of Herland.” As an American male scientist, 
Van had been accustomed to assuming himself superior in intelligence to most, but as 
Gilman shows over and over again, in Herland his mind is considered little better than that 
of a child.  As he and the other men come to appreciate the women’s intellect, they refrain 
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from comment on “matters which to them were such obvious commonplaces as to call forth 
embarrassing questions about our own conditions.”415 Such “embarrassing questions” are 
exactly those which Gilman would have her readers pose to themselves—and ideally, to have 
the answers lead them into direct socio-political action.  
Gilman spends a great deal of text detailing the men’s excitement to finally meet the 
young women of Herland.416 Terry is horribly disappointed to find that not only is he 
unpopular with the girls—he even resorts to calling them “Boys! Nothing but boys, most of 
‘em. A standoffish, disagreeable lot at that. Critical, impertinent youngsters. No girls at all.” 
Van believes he is “not a little jealous,” because the girls are more interested in Jeff and Van 
than they are in Terry; but Van quickly learns that it’s his lack of traditional masculinity that 
the women find appealing. The men also find out how the nation reacted to their arrival at 
first: “From another country. Probably men. Evidently highly civilized. Doubtless possessed 
of much valuable knowledge. May be dangerous. Catch them if possible; tame and train 
them if necessary. This may be a chance to re-establish a bi-sexual state for our people.” 
Why, given the perfection of the culture they have attained, would these women wish to re-
establish a bi-sexual state? This seems almost regressive, given the progress they have 
achieved in comparison with America and its gender divide. Nevertheless, Gilman proceeds 
with a love story, wherein the three couples are married; Jeff and Celis fall in love and she 
becomes pregnant non-parthenogenically; and Van and Ellador develop a relationship based 
on mutual trust, respect and admiration. Terry and Alima, on the other hand, present a 
different example. Terry grumbles that there is nothing to smoke or drink—unlike in 
Bellamy’s utopia—and calls the territory “an everlasting parlor and nursery,” and “a 
perpetual Sunday school.”417 He associates manhood with indulgence in vice, and can find 
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no outlet for his desires. Like the women of Mizora, the Herlanders have “no sex-feeling,” 
and are confused by the yearning of the men to have sex “out of season.”418 Van pities his 
friend, but also understands why his wife fears him: “To hear him rage you’d not have 
believed that he loved Alima at all—you’d have thought that she was some quarry he was 
pursuing, something to catch and conquer.”419 When Terry can stand his frustration no 
more, he hides and lies in wait for his wife, in order to raper her. Luckily for Alima, however, 
his previous advances had made her wary, and she is clever enough to have other women 
stand guard, who then come to her aid when she cries out as Terry attacks her. Van’s 
narration in this section also reveals his masculine perspective: “Poor old Terry! The things 
he’d learned didn’t help him a heap in Herland. His idea was To Take—he thought that was 
the way. He thought, he honestly believed, that women like it. Not the women of Herland!” 
The men’s total misunderstanding of women is repeatedly accentuated, but Gilman deploys 
hope in both Van and Jeff’s ability to change their perspective after learning they were 
wrong. 
While both Lane and Gilman emphasize the importance of universal education in a 
society’s ability to evolve into a utopia, the Mizorans essentially worship science, whereas the 
Herlanders are described as “quite ignorant” with regard to certain subjects. As a result of 
the location of Herland, their knowledge of geography, geology, anthropology, and history is 
quite limited—in keeping with Lane’s description of the Mizoran women’s lack of study of 
astronomy at the center of a hollow earth. However, as in Mizora, the women of Herland 
have mastered psychology, physiology, chemistry, botany, and physics “to such fullness of 
knowledge as made us feel like schoolchildren.” In another instance of linking the men’s 
ignorance to innocence, Gilman points out the ability of women to progress in science and 
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education when not hindered by America’s traditional societal restrictions. As Van observes, 
“We boast a good deal of our ‘high level of general intelligence’ and our ‘compulsory public 
education,’ but in proportion to their opportunities they were far better educated than our 
people.” The American ideals of individualism and competition are taken to task, and the 
women gently demolish all of the men’s arguments in their favor. Again, they deploy their 
rhetorical skill to appeal to the men’s egos and get them to reveal more about their culture. It 
appears to the men that the women “were prepared to believe our world must be better than 
theirs... ‘We want so much to know—you have the whole world to tell us of, and we have 
only our little land!” Terry literally puffs out his chest in response to their flattery, and 
informs the women that “the men do everything with us...we do not allow our women to 
work.” In response to their incredulity, Terry is forced to admit “some have to, of the 
poorer sort.” Jeff, “mischievous as ever,” reveals that “some” is really somewhere between 
seven and eight million women.420 The continuous need to admit that their rhetoric is far 
from their reality at home forces the men to reckon with the performative ignorance 
required for Gilded Age American patriotism. 
Another excellent example of the women’s satirical innocence is when they ask the 
men to explain what “poor” means. Terry quickly interjects: “Ours is the best country in the 
world as to poverty...we do not have the wretched paupers and beggars of the older 
countries, I assure you. Why, European visitors tell us we don’t know what poverty is.” 
Again, echoing Bellamy and Howells, the American asserts that his country is the best of 
them all, but only compares directly to other Western, capitalist nations. The “I assure you” 
drips with irony, as does the Herlander’s response: “Neither do we...won’t you tell us?”  
Van feels cornered into offering a sociological rationale for poverty: “the laws of 
  
176 
nature require a struggle for existence...in the struggle the fittest survive, and the unfit perish. 
In our economic struggle...there was always plenty of opportunity for the fittest to reach the 
top...where there was severe economic pressure the lowest classes of course felt it the 
worst.”421 Yet again deploying “of course,” Van finds himself on shaky theoretical ground. 
However, instead of self-examination, he returns to his description of the Herlanders’ 
educational system. In another playful twist on the notion of innocence, Gilman points out 
that the women study what the men avoid saying as much as what they actually admit. Van, 
Jeff and Terry think that they are successfully “diverting” the women’s uncomfortable 
questions about the lack of utopian principles and practices in the United States, but learn 
that they were mistaken all along. As Van details: “I found that besides keeping a careful and 
accurate account of all we told them, they had a sort of skeleton chart, on which the things 
we said and the things we palpably avoided saying were all set down and studied.” Again 
nodding to the performative ignorance required to imagine America as an exceptional 
country, Gilman refers to the innocence of the men and the wisdom of the women: “It was 
really child’s play for those profound educators to work out a painfully accurate estimate of 
our conditions.” Speaking through Van, Gilman essentially offers a direct address to her 
audience: “Some of the things we had grown to accept as perfectly natural, or as belonging 
to our human limitations, they literally could not have believed; and, as I have said, we had 
all of us joined in a tacit endeavor to conceal much of the social status at home.” In keeping 
with the other utopians in this study, she suggests that what is required is not just political 
action, but a change of perspective regarding human nature.  
Terry cannot accept the notion of female equality, let alone superiority, and in his 
bluster is reduced to capitalization and stuttering: “Confound their grandmotherly minds! [...] 
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Of course they can’t understand a Man’s World! They aren’t human—they’re just a pack of 
Fe-Fe-Females!” Terry’s need to reduce the women to the subhuman condition of “Fe-Fe-
Females” denotes his way of objectifying women. As Jeff points out, “I wish our 
grandfatherly minds had managed as well. [...] Do you really think it’s to our credit that we 
have muddled along with all our poverty and disease and the like? They have peace and 
plenty, wealth and beauty, goodness and intellect.” In an attempt to prove that “they have 
their faults too” in the utopia, “partly in self-defense,” the men begin to mull over what they 
expected in “Feminisia”, versus what they found in Herland.422 Gilman then presents her 
readers with a list of five statements beginning with: “We had expected,” and counteracting 
what the men thought with what they learned. They expected “feminine vanity” and found 
instead “unfailing dignity and good taste;” they expected “dull submissive monotony” and 
found “social inventiveness far beyond our own” and “scientific development fully equal to 
ours;” they expected “pettiness” and found “a social consciousness besides which our 
nations looked like quarreling children—feeble-minded ones at that;” they expect “jealousy” 
and find instead “a broad sisterly affection, a fair-minded intelligence;” they expect 
“hysteria” but find “a standard of health and vigor, a calmness of temper” unlike any 
other.423 The men stubbornly insist on finding fault, however, because they assume that “it 
simply isn’t possible that three million people have no faults.” Here Gilman points to the 
need to change accepted notions of both femininity and humanity. The women, with their 
knowledge of psychology, continue to flatter the men’s egos with performative ignorance: 
“We are so utterly ignorant, you see...We know nothing but such science as we have worked 
out for ourselves, just the brain work of one small half-country; and you, we gather, have 
helped one another all over the globe, sharing your discoveries, pooling your progress. How 
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wonderful, how supremely beautiful your civilization must be!”424 Van admits that “they 
were ignorant as Plato and Aristotle were, but with a highly developed mentality quite 
comparable to that of ancient Greece.” By playing with the concepts of ignorance and 
innocence, Gilman offers her readers an alternative to contemporary notions during the 
Confident Years. Rather than stubbornly maintaining that what is wrong is actually right, as 
Terry continues to do in Herland, readers should grow to understand, as Jeff and Van do, 
that socialism and feminism present viable alternatives to the masculinist, capitalist 
aggression of Gilded Age American culture. 
 
“This concept seemed rather unsatisfying.” 
In keeping with Lane, Gilman also challenges contemporary religious traditions. When Van 
reveals certain Christian concepts—such as the eternal punishment of Hell—to Ellador, she 
must run away to gain comfort and composure afterwards: “They believed that God was 
Love—and Wisdom—and Power?...And yet that such a God could put little new babies to 
burn—for eternity?”425 They have no patriarchal, Christian concept of a deity, they credit 
“[their] idea of God” with “a great tender limitless uplifting force,” akin to “human 
motherhood.” Explains Ellador: “‘What we call God is a Pervading Power, you know, an 
Indwelling Spirit, something inside of us that we want more of. Is your God a Big Man?’ she 
asked innocently.” Yet again, Gilman winks at the notion of American innocence through 
this word choice, as well as Van’s realization that “in the light of [Ellador’s] perfectly frank 
and innocent questions this concept seemed rather unsatisfying.”426 Religion, he comes to 
recognize, is one of the few aspects of Western culture in which there has been little 
progress or change over the course of centuries. With Ellador’s help, he sees the parallels 
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between the patriarchal nature of his society and his religion, admitting to her: “I think you 
are far nearer right than we are.” Gilman reveals Ellador’s intelligence at interrogation in her 
gentle questioning of Van’s ideas: “‘What I cannot understand,’ she pursued carefully, ‘is 
your preservation of such a very ancient state of mind. The patriarchal idea you tell me is 
thousands of years old?’” When Van replies that it is, indeed, over six thousand years old, 
she continues: “And you have made wonderful progress in those years—in other things?” 
To which Van responds: “We certainly have. But religion is different. You see, our religions 
come from behind us, and are initiated by some great teacher who is dead. He is supposed to 
have known the whole thing and taught it, finally. All we have to do is Believe—and Obey.”  
The capitalization of “Believe” and “Obey” reveals the blindness with which Christians are 
expected to follow their religion, and the unquestioning nature of most Americans’ attitudes 
towards dogma. This passage demonstrates the author’s strong connection to the ancient 
traditions of satire, in her mockery of the most dearly held beliefs of her culture. Gilman 
pushes the point even further with the next series of questions: when Van declares that 
religious teachings are considered “the Word of God,” Ellador presses him: “How do you 
know it is?”  Van’s response, “Because it says so?” includes the question mark, highlighting 
his uncertainty and ignorance. The Herlander pursues her line of questioning further by 
pointing out the lack of thought behind Van’s process: “Does it say so in as many words? 
Who wrote that in?” Van does his best to “try to recall some text that did say so, and could 
not bring it to mind.”427 The narrator highlights the separation between principles and 
practices at home by declaring the women “more Christian than any people I ever saw.”428 If 
those who regard most Christian precepts as superstition are “more Christian” in practice 
than those who preach loudly of their faith, perhaps the latter should learn to listen to 
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women like Gilman and the Herlanders in order to make moral progress, to borrow a phrase 
from Charles W. Chesnutt. 
Lane and Gilman both focus on educational and religious reform—and the two are 
clearly linked in each story. Their utopians treat religion with scorn, referring to it as 
ignorance and superstition. In Herland, the people moved from a religion of many gods, to 
the worship of a Mother Goddess, but they move away from that “as they grew more 
intelligent.” As they turned away from monotheism, they focused on “how to make the best 
kind of people. First this was merely the hope of bearing better ones, and then they 
recognized that however the children differed at birth, the real growth lay later—through 
education. Then things began to hum.” Unlike Lane, however, Gilman does not rid her 
utopia of all remnants of religious tradition. Women can still go to temples to seek solace in 
times of distress, and the Herlanders do, in a sense, worship the Over-Mother represented 
by the first parthenogenic woman.429 Ultimately, though, Gilman uses Van’s narration to 
highlight the marked contrast between an educated society controlled by women and the 
contemporary United States: “As I learned more and more to appreciate what these women 
had accomplished, the less proud I was of what we, with all our manhood, had done.” The 
section drips with irony, as in the previous sentence, and she makes her reform intentions 
clear through Van’s direct address to his readers: “You see, they had no wars. They had no 
kings, and no priests, and no aristocracies. They were sisters, and as they grew, they grew 
together—not by competition, but by united action.”430 Here Gilman directly states one of 
the most common themes of the satirist in this study: the need for the marginalized to 
cooperate in order to gain power over the plutocracy.  
In her revelation of what makes a culture ideal, Gilman, like Lane, also toys with 
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racial controversy. As Van learns more about the history of Herland, he declares: “there is 
no doubt in my mind that these people were of Aryan stock, and were once in contact with 
the best civilization of the old world. They were ‘white,’ but somewhat darker than our 
northern races because of their constant exposure to sun and air.”431 Their darker skin aligns 
them more with Vera, the narrator of Mizora, while their exposure to sun in the southern 
hemisphere presents an inverse of the Mizorans’ fairness, based on the latter group’s 
existence at the center of a hollow earth. However, because of Gilman’s prolific career as a 
writer and lecturer, her racial prejudice has been well-documented, unlike Lane’s murky 
background.432 Gilman’s work falls short of embracing the notion that women and people of 
color should work together to effect change. In essence, her work calls for men and women 
alike to take action to challenge the gendered status quo, but fails to counteract other 
prevailing cultural assumptions of the Gilded Age.  
Both of these creators of feminist utopias clearly link the distant past of the utopia to 
the Confident Years in the United States. Like Lane’s version of Mizoran history, Gilman’s 
retelling of the bi-sexual past of Herland bears a close resemblance to American history. As 
Van describes: “What happened to them first was merely a succession of historic 
misfortunes such as have befallen other nations often enough. They were decimated by war, 
driven up from the coastline till finally the reduced population, with many of the men killed 
in battle.” This element of the loss of male life in particular plays an important role in the 
feminist evolution of Herland. As war slowly kills off the men, the population of women and 
slaves—those formerly oppressed by the men—become the majority: “They were a 
polygamous people, and a slave-holding people, like all of their time.” Gilman’s use of “like 
all of their time” would suggest that she, like any other progressive-minded twentieth century 
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American, racial prejudice notwithstanding, believed that slavery belonged to the past, the 
history of a more barbaric culture. After a “volcanic outburst,” however, the passage to the 
outside world in Herland is forever closed, and “they were walled in.” Upon realizing their 
confinement, with “very few men left alive, save the slaves; and these now seized their 
opportunity, rose in revolt, killing their remaining masters to the youngest boy, killed the old 
women too, and the mothers, intending to take possession of the country with the remaining 
young women and girls.” This one sentence demonstrates the peculiar paradox of Gilman’s 
racial perspective. On one hand, with the first part, she suggests that the slaves were only 
doing what was natural by killing the male masters after centuries of oppression; however, 
she presents the slaves as cruel, and even promotes a stereotypical fear of the slaves’ 
sexuality. As Van describes:  
This succession of misfortunes was too much for those infuriated virgins. There 
were many of them, and but few of these would-be masters, so the young women, 
instead of submitting, rose in sheer desperation and slew their brutal conquerors. 
This sounds like Titus Andronicus, I know, but that is their account. I suppose they 
were about crazy—can you blame them? There was literally no one left on this 
beautiful high garden land but a bunch of hysterical girls and some older slave 
women. That was about two thousand years ago.433  
 
This passage contains a great deal to unpack. First, the “succession of misfortunes”—wars 
and natural disasters—faced by the “infuriated virgins,” who are defined, from Van’s 
perspective, by their threatened sexuality as opposed to their revolutionary potential. The 
women are given no credit for surviving what the men of their society could not, but instead 
are reduced to caricatures of femininity, desperate to protect their virtue at all costs. The rose 
“in sheer desperation,” as opposed to strength of will, in order to save themselves from 
being violated. Van’s aside: “I suppose they were about crazy—can you blame them?” 
traffics in both racial and gender stereotypes. While the connection of women with madness 
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needs little explanation, the idea that a woman cannot be blamed for refusing to consider 
coupling with a black man seems like a horribly racist assumption. The ancient founders of 
Herland are portrayed as damsels in distress rather than conquering heroines, who did the 
only natural thing when their whiteness and virginity were threatened. In contrast, Lane’s 
Mizorans band together to overthrow their oppressors, without hysteria or black panic, and 
manage to gain control over the men, not just a handful of “hysterical girls and some older 
slave women.” Through Mizoran rule, the men are forced to abscond from all positions of 
power, and are slowly eliminated over the course of a century. It appears that Lane 
articulates more independence and strength for her women, who run a country based on 
their skill and intelligence. Gilman, on the other hands, bases the roots of her all-female 
society in the muddy ground of Victorian prudishness and racism.434  
Despite Gilman’s flawed perspective on some issues, however, her insistence on a 
woman’s right to protect her own body cannot be missed in Herland. Although I concur with 
Lant regarding Gilman’s odd narrative choices to tease out Terry’s aggressive potential as 
part of the plot, Gilman was at the forefront in her approach to the notion of marital rape. 
After Terry’s attempted assault, “Alima was in a cold fury. She wanted him killed—actually.” 
Instead of a death sentence, however, Terry is ordered to “go home!”435 The ending is 
another one of the major areas where Herland diverges from Mizora. While in both books the 
outsiders return home, in the former the hopeful departure is the conclusion—the return is 
saved for the sequel, With Her in Ourland. Lane’s text, on the other hand, quickly 
demonstrates how difficult it is for perfection to survive when surrounded by corruption, 
and has the utopian Wauna die immediately after her exposure to the outside world, and the 
narrative ends in despair. Another major difference is that in Gilman’s novel, Jeff and Celis 
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stay behind to continue to experiment with a “bisexual race” in Herland. As Jeff says to Van: 
“‘Why should I want to go back to all our noise and dirt, our vice and crime, our disease and 
degeneracy?’ he demanded of me privately. We never spoke like that before the women.” 
Jeff tells Van he is being cruel and indifferent in his desire to bring Ellador to America, and 
urges him to tell her more about where they are going. Unlike in Mizora, the utopian is 
excited to see the world beyond her homeland. Ellador is “deeply convinced of the superior 
advantages of having two [sexes], the superiority of a world with men in it.” Even after Van 
tells his wife “in so many words” that his country “had our unsolved problems, that we had 
dishonesty and corruption, vice and crime, disease and insanity, prisons and hospitals, and it 
made no more impression on her than it would to tell a South Sea Islander about the 
temperature of the Arctic Circle. She could intellectually see that it was bad to have those 
things; but she could not feel it.”436 It is this section that is the most confusing for some 
readers of the novel. Why would Ellador believe that the world is better with men in it? Why 
would any Herlander, especially after they meet Terry? How does she not realize that Van’s 
home is terrible, given her and the others’ careful study of both what the men say and what 
they avoid discussing? Why does Van never become homesick after a year away? He notes 
that he had, “at first, rather idealized my country and its ways, in describing it. Also, I had 
always accepted certain evils as integral parts of our civilization and never dwelt on them at 
all. Even when I tried to tell her the worst, I never remembered some thing...in my efforts at 
explanation, I began to see both ways more keenly than I had before; to see the painful 
defects of my own land, the marvelous gains of this.”437 Gilman’s message seems to be that 
the world would be better with women in charge, but it is occasionally difficult to tell if 
certain gendered assumptions are the result her narrator’s masculinity, or her own 
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perspective.  
Gilman’s wink at the notion of American innocence cannot be missed. As they 
prepare to leave Herland, Van observes: “there was about these women a colossal innocence 
upon which many of the things we did say made no impression whatsoever.”438 Gilman plays 
with the intersection of innocence and ignorance by having Van note: “our teaching about 
the rest of the world has given them all a sense of isolation, of remoteness, of being a little 
outlying sample of a country, overlooked and forgotten among the family of nations. We had 
called it ‘the family of nations,’ and the liked that phrase immensely.” Writing at the outset of 
the First World War, Gilman’s word choice could not have been more ironic. The women 
keep asking “innocent questions,” about “insurance and innocent things like that,” 
highlighting Gilman’s commitment to wordplay and challenging the definition of innocence 
and exceptionalism. They conclude that in all of the outside world’s history, there is “still 
much disease, often contagious,” as well as “in varying degree, ignorance, with prejudice and 
unbridled emotion,” and that “in spite of the advance of democracy and the increase of 
wealth...there is still unrest and sometimes combat.” As a result, they make the men promise 
not to bring the outside world back to Herland. Terry, Ellador and Van leave, and the story 
is over. In the end, the more the men learn about the utopia, the more they wish to conceal 
about their home: “None of us were willing to tell the women of Herland about the evils of 
our own beloved land. It was all very well for us to assume them to be necessary and 
essential, and to criticize—strictly among ourselves—their all-too-perfect civilization, but 
when it came to telling them about the failures and wastes of our own, we never could bring 
ourselves to do it.”439 Describing his contemporaries’ attitudes about their country using 
words that still ring true in the twenty-first century, Van juxtaposes the “universal affection” 
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of the Herlanders, who value their country as “a cultural environment for their children,” 
with that of his American friends: “Patriotism, red hot, is compatible with the existence of a 
neglect of national interests, a dishonesty, a cold indifference to the suffering of millions. 
Patriotism is largely pride, and very largely combativeness. Patriotism generally has a chip on 
its shoulder.”  With Herland, Gilman wishes to redefine American patriotism by forcing it to 
reckon with the needs of the nation’s women. If her readers are able to get a sense of the 
country’s lack of innocence, once juxtaposed with that of the utopians, perhaps they might 
cease to approach patriotism with indifference, dishonesty, neglect, and combativeness.  
 Both Mary E. Bradley Lane and Charlotte Perkins Gilman toyed with many of the 
same tropes of innocence in their explorations of an all-female utopia. However, while the 
latter is a celebrated feminist, the former has languished in obscurity. My intervention calls 
for not only an examination of both as satirists taking part in a national, authorial rejection 
of American exceptionalism, but also for the addition of Lane’s Mizora to the canon of 
American feminist fiction. Neither writer’s problematic approach to race should be reason 
enough for her exclusion from esteem; indeed, Gilman’s bigotry has hardly seemed to have 
an effect on her reputation as a writer and thinker. Each woman’s contributions to fiction, 
feminist ideology, and alternatives to religion, individualism and capitalism should be 
weighed against any other complications in her progressive approach. Gilman and Lane both 
tried to shake the confidence of the Confident Years and pull back the false sheen of the 
Gilded Age, in order to force their readers to reckon with the distance between American 
rhetoric and reality.   
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Chapter Four:  the Country Bumpkin  
The joint assault of Mark Twain and Charles W. Chesnutt against the mythos of 
exceptionalism should be seen as a major contribution to American satire. While Twain is 
considered one of the best writers of the Gilded Age, his contemporary Chesnutt’s work is 
often overlooked. Both authors brilliantly satirized post-Civil War American society, and 
both were frequently misread as embracing the stereotypes they intended to challenge. Twain 
and Chesnutt each tackled race relations, religion, and American exceptionalism, but 
Chesnutt’s foothold in the canon is far less secure. His work instantiates a particular wink at 
the prevailing myth of national innocence, and deserves to be considered alongside Twain’s 
as a vital contribution to American satire during the Confident Years. Both men chose to 
tackle the trope of the country bumpkin—the lovable, innocent fool whose ignorance alone 
seems an excuse for all behavior. This trickster figure is one of the most classic characters in 
American literature; from Ebenezer Cook’s sot-weed factor to the Bre’r Rabbit tales, the 
thorny American hick has been a popular subject. Twain plays with this archetype again and 
again in his fiction, but I argue that his satire reaches its peak with the presentation of not 
only Adam and Eve, but also Satan, as true innocents in the mold of Huck Finn, the main 
character in the iconic Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). Similarly, Chesnutt takes on the 
Southern fairy tale of happy slaves on the plantation with the invention of Uncle Julius, a 
challenge to racial as well as regional stereotypes. With their embrace of the satiric figure of 
the “eiron,” these two authors follow a long tradition of satire that traces back to ancient 
Rome as well as eighteenth-century Europe. What makes their work particularly American 
and of the moment, however, is their focus on specific issues plaguing the nation: the 
divisions wrought by race, class and religion.440   
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With the introduction of Huck Finn, Mark Twain reshapes the figure of the bumpkin 
into a truly innocent character: an orphaned child. Huck tries to maintain his innocence 
without any parents to protect him, and Twain notes that only society can be to blame for 
his warped conscience. Although Huck is a scamp who fibs his way across the country, he 
has a moral code that demonstrates his integrity despite his highly flawed surroundings. Like 
the philosophers, the socialists and the utopians, Huck reveals to his audience that it is not 
the fool who is to blame, but the corrupt civilization that produced him. Twain continues 
that theme with the lesser-studied The Diaries of Adam and Eve (1904) and controversial Letters 
from the Earth (1962), in which the audience learns even more about Twain’s irreverence 
towards religion. He worked on the text between 1893 and 1904, and continued to play with 
the themes of Genesis until he passed away. In the preface to Letters from the Earth, Henry 
Nash Smith details the process by which that book eventually found publication: Bernard 
DeVoto—tasked with preparing any unpublished work of Twain’s after the author’s death in 
1910—submitted the manuscript in 1939, but Twain’ daughter Clara Clemens “objected to 
the presentation of certain parts of it on the ground that they presented a distorted view of 
her father’s ideas and attitudes.” By 1962, however, Clara Clemens withdrew her objections 
and allowed the work to be shared with the world. In it, Twain exhibits “the astonishingly 
inventive play” of his imagination while he “lunges out in satire of the world he lived in.”441 
By offering a comparison between the innocence of the Adam family and the corruption of 
the contemporary United States, Twain laughingly indicts American society for imagining its 
own ahistorical exceptionalism. He presents Adam and Eve as both the original innocents 
and the ultimate fools. Like Huck and Jim, Twain’s Adam and Eve are ignorant of the 
system that produced them, which Twain clearly indicts for its depravity. 
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Charles W. Chesnutt likewise challenges the trope of the county bumpkin, with the 
figure of the loyal former slave Uncle Julius in The Conjure Woman (1899). Julius is so devoted 
to his plantation that he remains there long after the war is over, and offers his services to 
the new landowners. In so doing, he retells the American history of slavery through his 
stories of folklore and magic. Through Julius and the other characters in the stories, 
Chesnutt satirizes not only the idea of American innocence, but also the ways in which some 
Americans tried to rewrite the recent past after the horrors of the Civil War. The author 
declared his commitment to social and political justice before he began to write his conjure 
tales, and Julius is the direct result of his desire to take action.442 As his later work with the 
NAACP and his non-fiction writings demonstrate, Chesnutt’s early fiction can be classified 
as satire because of his clear political aims. Chesnutt’s dedication to eliminating the category 
of racial or gendered “Other” demonstrates that he, like the other satirists in this study, saw 
the purpose of his fiction to be social reform.  
It seems the most consistent question surrounding Chesnutt’s conjure tales has to do 
with why he chose to utilize potentially offensive stereotypes and dialect while trying to 
promote racial understanding. Henry B. Wonham contends: “no writer ultimately learned to 
command the reductive logic of ethnic caricature with more purpose” than Charles W. 
Chesnutt. Wonham draws attention to Chesnutt’s earliest publications—sketches written for 
the nineteenth-century satirical periodical Puck, a place where his stories were published 
alongside overtly racist cartoons. The magazine was equally committed to skewering the 
foibles of all races and classes with “relentless insensitivity” that “produced a striking, if 
inadvertent, egalitarianism,” and Chesnutt’s relationship with Puck illustrates his career-long 
commitment to social satire. 443 Within the conjure tales lies another story, a reconstruction 
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of contemporary history, in which Julius and other former slaves are building a community 
and identity that invites the listener to connect. Through the bonds formed between 
marginalized figures, Chesnutt demonstrates not only a hope for change but also the 
necessity for local, political and economic action to be taken. In order for America to even 
attempt to solve the problem of the color line, everyday Americans like Chesnutt’s readers 
had to face the very real horrors presented in his work as fiction. From Chesnutt’s 
perspective, the moral progress of the nation depended on its ability to recognize itself in 
Swift’s glass. 
 
Mark Twain’s Bumpkins: Huckleberry Finn and Adam and Eve 
The inhumanity and injustice of the slave trade are in conflict with the ideas of 
American innocence and exceptionalism, and Mark Twain repeatedly explored that conflict 
in his literature, especially in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Through his fictional tale of an 
orphan and a runaway slave, Twain interrogates the complex relationship that exists between 
humanity, morality, and legality. Similarly, the author complicates contemporary religious 
assumptions in The Diaries of Adam and Eve and Letters from the Earth, and the texts help to 
shed new light on Twain’s literary purpose in writing Huck Finn. One of Samuel Clemens’ 
most marked characteristics, examined repeatedly by his biographers, is his hostility towards 
Christianity, in particular the stories of the Old Testament. Much of his later work is 
narrated by a sympathetic Satan, in the mold of Milton but with Twain’s particularly 
American dark humor. In many of the Letters, Satan reports to God regarding the failed 
experiment that is mankind, highlighting the author’s skeptically idealistic outlook. Satan, as 
Twain’s mouthpiece, sympathizes with Adam and Eve, and blames their Creator for their 
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ignorance and misbehavior. Twain firmly believed in the innocence of children, as 
demonstrated both through his fiction and his “angelfish” clubs, and he often criticized the 
American tendency towards imperialist nation-building. Twain’s progressive politics are 
evidenced through his commitment to social satire in his writing, but also in his letters, club 
memberships, and personal papers. His attitude towards religion was so unconventional that 
he, as well as his daughter, feared publishing texts such as the Adamic diaries based on 
potential prosecution for blasphemy—in the land of freedom of religion. Twain’s relentless 
insistence on skewering the hypocrisies inherent in the Bible as well as the American political 
system takes poetic form in perhaps his most famous novel, but also in his less popular 
work. By attacking the idea of innocence from a national perspective as well as a human one, 
Twain illustrates the irony inherent in a Christian nation built by slaves. These works 
poignantly observe the disconnection between the human, the moral, and the legal, calling 
into question nineteenth-century theories—in which God made man in his own image, and 
set laws for him to follow, and man then created his own legal system to keep humanity on a 
moral path through legislation. While Huck Finn is one of the most iconic novels in the 
American canon, Twain’s Adamic writings have received little popular or critical attention. 
Perhaps because of their delayed publication or due to the sensitive nature of religion in 
America, these works beg for further in-depth examination. Viewed together, these texts 
offer a recalibration of Twain’s challenge to the idea of American innocence. 
At the outset of Huckleberry Finn, the reader encounters a curious notice:  “Persons 
attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a 
moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot—by order of 
the author.”444 By immediately renouncing any claim to morality, Twain announces his 
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satirical motives from the start; by beginning the novel with the language of law, exile and 
violence, the author contextualizes the contemporary state of a nation attempting to rebuild 
itself after the Civil War. Through the narrative’s self-awareness and tongue-in-cheek 
reference to the act of writing, Twain raises questions of authorial intent and effect early in 
the novel, through his “notice” as well as the self-reflexive opening paragraph:  “That book 
was made by Mr. Mark Twain, and he told the truth, mainly. There was things which he 
stretched, but mainly he told the truth. That is nothing. I never seen anybody but lied, one 
time or another.”445 The author again returns to meta-literary reference with the closing 
paragraph: “there ain’t nothing more to write about, and I am rotten glad of it, because if I’d 
a knowed what a trouble it was to make a book I wouldn’t a tackled it and I ain’t agoing to 
no more.”446 Twain presents the narrative as a confrontation with the recent memory of the 
Civil War and slavery—from his perspective, only a child can be innocent of the horrors 
perpetuated and endured in antebellum America, where the legal separates itself from the 
moral.  Both Huck and Satan, the narrator of much of Letters from the Earth, regularly remark 
upon how civilization’s construction of flawed moral codes is the root cause of all crimes of 
humanity. Huck flees society at the end of his story, in fear of being “sivilized,” while Satan 
perceives with horror that God “makes no distinction between the innocent and the guilty” 
when he floods the earth to punish mankind.447 Twain satirizes American adults’ idealistic 
self-delusion by suggesting that children are the only true innocents in a corrupt society. 
 
“I am only human—although I regret it.” 
Few books have been subject to more intense scholarly debate than Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. Despite their religious subject matter and history of censorship, however, 
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Letters from the Earth and The Diaries of Adam and Eve have hardly caused a ripple in the 
academic pond. Huck Finn has been banned, edited, and even burned in America; as recently 
as 2011, a censored edition of the classic was published, sparking yet another wave of 
debate.448 Critics of several generations have both lionized and demonized the author’s work 
in the novel—from Leo Marx’s famous denunciation to Jonathan Arac’s and Jane Smiley’s 
late-twentieth century eviscerations. Those who oppose the novel’s canonical supremacy 
assert that the “cultural work” done by the book’s racialized depiction of Jim has an 
ultimately negative effect, and that Huck’s participation in the notorious “evasion sequence” 
of the last several chapters undercuts any pretense of recognition of Jim’s humanity or the 
larger sins of slavery.449  Huck Finn enthusiasts, including Toni Morrison, Ralph Ellison and 
Ishmael Reed, however, tend to argue that what the book “means” is more important than 
what it “does,” or in other words, that both Twain and Huck’s moral intentions are more 
important than their actions.450 However, when read in combination with Twain’s Adamic 
diaries, Huck Finn can be seen in another light—not as an evasion or mistake, but as an 
intentional satirical attack on a society designed for moral failure by a flawed Creator. By 
making Huck, Adam and Eve each perform the role of the ingénu, a classic satirical figure 
most popular in the eighteenth century, Twain parodies the notion of historical innocence.451 
Traditionally, critics have framed Twain’s cultural criticism in singular terms, blaming 
either the author himself or his characters for merely portraying realistic events. What these 
scholars often neglect is that Twain’s purpose was not so much to criticize individuals as to 
highlight the structural injustice of mankind’s version of civilization, particularly in the 
United States. Harold Kolb argues that “Twain’s lavish legacy would perhaps have been even 
richer if he had recognized more completely the connection between humor and 
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morality.”452 However, this argument assumes to understand Twain’s intentionality in a way 
that directly conflicts with the author’s own words, as well as the complex nature of satire. In 
a recent biography of Twain, Joe B. Fulton cites the author’s own philosophy: “there is only 
one right form for a story…and if you fail to find that form the story will not tell itself.”453 
Twain’s stories tell themselves masterfully, largely because of the author’s careful creation of 
characters calculated to turn a mirror upon society. Twain’s purpose and intention were clear 
in Huck Finn, and he continued his satirical campaign of moral outrage with his Adamic 
writings. As Howard Mumford Jones stated: “The attitude is that of Swift, the intellectual 
contempt is that of Voltaire, and the imagination is that of one of the great masters of 
American writing.”454 Twain follows a proud tradition of writers devoted to highlighting the 
legal and moral failures of society, but his later work emphasizes his compassion for a 
human race designed to disappoint its Creator. By voicing his social criticism through 
various versions of the innocent fool, Twain challenges the longstanding American ideal of 
national exceptionalism—since only a fool could believe in the notion of an innocent nation. 
In addition to presenting similar arguments about the role of society in corrupting 
innocents, Letters from the Earth and Huck Finn also share a complicated publication history. 
The former was written in 1909, shortly before Twain’s death, but not published in its 
entirety until more than fifty years later, despite the best efforts of Twain scholar Bernard 
DeVoto. The text’s playful blasphemy presented what Twain’s daughter Clara called a 
“distorted” view of her father’s perspective, and she objected to its publication when 
presented with the manuscript in 1939. It was eventually released with her reluctant 
permission in 1962, under the guidance of Henry Nash Smith.455 In a letter to a friend, 
Twain predicted something of the sort, declaring the work could “never be published” 
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because “it would be a felony.” Despite the First Amendment, legal prosecution for religious 
irreverence was a distinct possibility.456 Remarkably, the text has received very little scholarly 
attention—perhaps critics have been as fearful of persecution as Clara Clemens herself)—
but Letters from the Earth offers unique insight into what Lawrence I. Berkove and Joseph 
Csicsila call Twain’s “counter-theology.”457 Their book, Heretical Fictions, is one of the few 
Twain studies that contains more than a glancing reference to Letters from the Earth—even The 
Reverend Mark Twain, a book focused specifically on the author’s religious attitudes, contains 
only three brief mentions of the text.458 One exception to the critical drought is Roger 
Lund’s work, which argues that Twain inverts the irony of man’s fall from grace by having 
the devil, traditionally seen as “the father of lies”—as well as of wit—insist that the Bible is 
full of falsehoods and that his account of the earth contains “nothing about man that is not 
true.”459 Lund connects Twain to the ancient philosophical practice of lampooning religion; 
he characterizes Twain’s version of the Creator as: “when it comes to the management of his 
creation, an all-seeing, all-knowing God was rather inept.”460 The book presents Twain’s 
God in his clearest possible terms— much like the government that is supposed to legislate 
Americans into morality, God is capable of gross inhumanity at times:  “when it came to the 
slaughter of innocents, God made Herod look like an amateur…in order to satirize 
[Deuteronomy 31], one has only to quote it.”461  
In this chapter, I demonstrate that the Adamic diaries and Huck Finn present not a 
distortion of Twain’s perspective, but an exceptional clarification of his position regarding 
the inconsistency of moral and legal codes in the United States. Through Huck, Adam, and 
Eve, Twain presents a parody of the exceptional nature of American innocence. Satan 
frequently observes the conflict between God’s programming of mankind and the rules that 
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they believe he set for them; if one extends this argument to the critical controversy 
surrounding Huck Finn, Twain’s firm conviction that neither humans nor their laws can 
always be moral becomes evident. By characterizing Satan as sympathetic, God as cruel and 
thoughtless, and humankind as the worst of the Creator’s inventions, Twain draws attention 
to the distance between what is known to be human and what is thought to be just. 
Ultimately, the Creator and civilization bear full ethical responsibility for individual injustice. 
The oft-absurd distance between the legal and the ethical was of particular concern 
to Twain, and he explores that notion in both Huck Finn and Letters from the Earth. As Stacey 
Margolis observes, Mark Twain situated the story within the context of recent legislation 
regarding negligence, and the resulting change in national consciousness in relation to 
individual obligation: “the interest of the novel lies in its attempt to think about the problem 
of American racism in structural rather than personal terms and thus to shift the 
focus…from belief to practice, from intentions to effects.”462 In essence, Margolis asserts 
that Twain recognizes racial justice as a structural and political problem rather than a moral 
or sentimental one, while I argue that he wishes to reconcile the structural with the moral. 
Laurel Bollinger, in “Say It, Jim” (2002), also refutes previous negative perceptions of the 
novel, and contends that the evasion sequence at the end of the novel, in particular, 
highlights Twain’s purpose in writing Huckleberry Finn—to demonstrate that moral gestures 
and abstract notions of justice were insufficient remedy to the problems of 
Reconstruction.463 By specifically incorporating legal inconsistencies into his writing, Twain 
continues an age-old tradition of connecting satire with direct social criticism. Contemporary 
audiences could recognize Huck’s America as what Sacvan Bercovitch called a “Trickster 
paradise,” a society ripe for the picking by the confidence man. Along with Henry Wonham 
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and Gary Lindberg, Bercovitch asserts that Huck presents a particular revision of the 
American trickster figure.464 Instead, this study casts Huck, Satan, Adam and Eve as 
confrontations with contemporary concepts of innocence and responsibility. Rather than 
reinforcing traditional notions of American innocence in Huck Finn, Twain insists that the 
entire nation be held responsible—legally and morally—for its failure to live up to its own 
ideals.  
This notion is almost perfectly mirrored in Letters from the Earth—the human race, as 
observed by Satan, is one of the Creator’s most horrifically failed experiments, and the 
narrator mocks the distance between mankind’s ideals and actions. However, Satan is 
sympathetic to man in many ways, despite the creature’s faults, and he continually places 
blame on a system designed for failure. Correspondingly, although Huck participates in the 
cultural framework of racism and rarely questions the legal system of slavery, like mankind, 
he is genuinely innocent.  As a minor, he cannot be held legally accountable for his 
negligence towards Jim, but he can hold up a mirror to the adult American public and force 
them to confront their own accountability for the horrors of slavery. Twain, through his 
narrator Satan’s letters and the diaries of Adam and Eve, presents the first man and woman 
as innocent children, set up to disappoint their Creator from the beginning; like Huck, they 
are culturally inexperienced and (temporarily) unaware of the human capacity for cruelty. 
Through his version of man’s fall from God’s grace, Twain complicates the concept of 
American innocence. Huck, because of his youth, cannot move beyond individual problems 
to abstractions of justice, but he can offer his readers an opportunity to move from personal 
responsibility to public obligation; his pragmatism presents a potential closure of the gap 
between what is right and what is legal. Similarly, the first humans’ childlike innocence gives 
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Twain the opportunity to demonstrate that mankind is not inherently evil; it is simply forced 
to obey a moral code that does not rationally follow human instincts. While many have 
mistaken Twain’s purpose for that which he satirizes, the author seemingly anticipated such 
reactions with Huck’s wise words: “It shows how a body can see and don’t see at the same 
time.”465  
 
“Well, ain’t you innocent!”  
Through Huck Finn and Letters from the Earth, Twain interrogates the American Edenic myth, 
and his characters continually grapple with innocence and guilt within the framework of 
corrupt civilizations. To extend Margolis’ argument, at the end of “Fraud, Malice, and 
Intent—The Theory of Torts” in The Common Law, Oliver Wendell Holmes points out, in 
cases of legal negligence: 
The defendant must have had at least a fair chance of avoiding the infliction of harm 
before he becomes answerable for such a consequence of his conduct…it is certainly 
arguable that even a fair chance to avoid bringing harm to pass is not sufficient to throw 
upon a person the peril of his conduct, unless, judged by average standards, he is also to 
blame for what he does.466 
 
Holding Huck responsible for Jim’s problems is akin to prosecuting an adolescent as an 
adult. Instead, Twain asks the audience: who really is to blame for what Huck does? How 
could a minor have enough power to remedy the wrongs of racism, when a grown-up nation 
could not? While Huck’s sentimental conversion in the novel illustrates his individual growth 
and ability to overcome the negative effects of cultural brainwashing, Twain’s writing 
emphasizes how vital it is for Americans to change the way they think in order to begin to 
address national race-based injustice. How could an adolescent be expected to solve the 
problems of a nation through a narrative? Instead of allowing the American public to rewrite 
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its own antebellum history, Twain uses Huck and Jim’s journey to force the nation to reckon 
with the harm caused before, during and after the Civil War. Although Huck, himself, is 
technically innocent by virtue of his youth, through his travels with Jim he reminds his adult 
readers of their own culpability in the legacies of slavery and racism as well as the failures of 
Reconstruction, and forces the audience to confront the distance between the legal and the 
moral. Through Tom’s robber-gang and evasion sequence, Twain mocks Southern ideas of 
honor juxtaposed with the reality of slavery in order to demonstrate the disconnection 
between justice and conscience in the American legal system. By refusing to allow 
Southerners to see themselves and their principles as honorable, through the notorious 
evasion sequence in particular, Twain recalls recent history and revises American identity. 
Like the other authors in this study, he uses a common trope—that of the innocent country 
bumpkin—to counteract notions of American exceptionalism.   
Twain continues his critique of social and legal codes in his last published work, 
Letters from the Earth. The first section of the book details how Satan has been temporarily 
banished from heaven as punishment for sarcastic remarks about God’s latest creation, 
Earth. The (presumably not-yet-fallen) archangel decides to pay the newest orb in the 
universe a visit and learn something about a new experiment called Man. The story that 
frames Satan’s letters to his fellow archangels Michael and Gabriel echoes Twain’s comment 
that Letters would never be published because of its blasphemous content—despite the 
federal protection of free speech, many states had anti-blasphemy laws on the books until 
the twenty-first century.467 Just as Satan was punished for his sarcasm, Twain could have 
been prosecuted for his satire. In Letters from the Earth, Satan refers to the human Bible as 
“full of interest. It has noble poetry in it; and some clever fables, and some blood-drenched 
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history; and some good morals; and wealth of obscenity; and upwards of a thousand lies.”468 
Although Twain’s audience would have blamed Satan, the author establishes his clear 
conviction that only God can be held responsible for the tribulations of mankind. From 
Twain’s persective, true innocents like Huck or Adam—both children in their own way—
cannot be accountable for following the path laid out for them, but God could have chosen 
to take any path he wished—and he chose to create a human race capable of unimaginable 
greed and cruelty. 
Twain twists the national passion for legislation in the “Letter to the Earth,” a 
careful accounting of American activity that describes an individual’s moral flaws in 
bureaucratic language. In this letter, the “Recording Angel” writes to Abner Scofield, a coal 
dealer of Buffalo, New York, in answer to his prayers—the “Secret Supplications of the 
Heart.”469 As a reward for his “recent act of benevolence and self-sacrifice,” Scofield’s 
prayers for financial gain are granted, in addition to his desire to afflict his competitors with 
disease: “For a visitation upon the man, or upon the family of the man, who has set up a 
competing retail coal-yard in Rochester. Granted, as follows: diphtheria, 2, 1 fatal; scarlet 
fever, 1, to result in deafness and imbecility.”470 Twain directly connects two of man’s most 
violently immoral passions—avarice and violence—with the illogical language of the law. In 
the Angel’s addendum that immediately follows, he writes: “NOTE. This prayer should have 
been directed against this subordinate’s principals, the N.Y. Central R.R. Company.”471 Here, 
Twain again demonstrates that it is not the innocent individual who should be held 
responsible for the failures of the larger structures of society—the coal man to be plagued 
with disease was ordered to open his competing facility by his superiors—but that evil 
individuals like Scofield are always responsible for their own corruption.   
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Later in the “Letter to the Earth,” the Angel points out that Scofield’s moral 
accounting has “deteriorated” over time, and he highlights several occasions when the man’s 
“Public Prayers” have directly conflicted with the “Secret Supplications of the Heart.”472 He 
details Scofield’s pattern of greed and selfishness, focusing on a particular incident when a 
“widow wrote and said she could get a school in a far village to teach if she had $50 to get 
herself and her two surviving children over the long journey;” Scofield, despite his riches, 
gives the widow only fifteen dollars.473 The Angel’s indignant response to Abner’s selfishness 
offers another demonstration of Twain’s consistent contempt for those who would sacrifice 
the innocent: 
Fifteen whole dollars! Ah heaven bless and keep you forever and ever, generous heart! 
There was not a dry eye in the realms of bliss…the decree was thundered forth from 
the shining mount that this deed should outhonor all the historic self-sacrifices of 
men and angels…for that the strain of it upon you had been heavier and bitterer 
than the strain it costs ten thousand martyrs to yield up their lives at the fiery 
stake…all said, ‘What is the giving up of a life, to a noble soul…compared with the 
giving up of fifteen dollars out of the greedy grip of the meanest white man that ever 
lived on the face of the earth?’474  
 
The Angel then reports that “all heaven boomed, and was glad you were going” to hell, 
offering the hope that some sort of moral accounting would be done in the afterlife, since it 
was so clearly lacking in Twain’s contemporary America.475 His language also connects 
Scofield to the problem of race that complicates Huck Finn, illustrating the persistence of 
Twain’s dedication to overcoming the social issues of post-Civil War America.  
The absence of principled responsibility in individuals was supposed to be overcome 
by a legal system designed to make up for immoral human instincts. However, as Twain 
consistently observes, what is legal does not always concur with what is moral, and often, 
neither aligns with what one would call humanity—particularly regarding the legal slave trade 
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in America. In keeping with Twain’s philosophy, legal tension persists throughout Huck Finn, 
from Judge Thatcher and the Widow Douglas intervening to save Huck from Pap, to the 
sale of the Wilks family’s slaves, to Jim’s capture and manumission. The near-constant 
presence of lynch mobs, duels and kangaroo courts accentuate Twain’s disappointment with 
the nation’s politics, in particular, with the inability of the law to satisfy moral sense as well 
as reason. Even the worst con men in the narrative, the king and the duke, discuss the ethics 
of accountability; when the money they swindled from the Wilks family goes missing, after 
Huck claims he saw suspicious-acting slaves in the king’s room: “The king sassed back…and 
lit into me again. He give me down the banks for not coming and telling him I see the niggers 
come out of his room acting that way—said any fool would a knowed something was up.” 
Later, the king and duke fight again about intention and obligation: “[The king asked] ‘didn’t 
you have it in your mind to hook the money and hide it?’ The duke never said nothing for a 
little bit; then he says: ‘Well—I don’t care if I did, I didn’t do it anyway. But you not only had 
it in mind to do it, but you done it.’”476 By inverting the legal and the ethical, the con men 
twist the language of the law of negligence to suit their own immoral wishes, stressing 
Twain’s emphasis on the uneasy relationship between justice and conscience in American 
culture. Huck would have seen himself as legally guilty of helping Jim steal from Miss 
Watson; however, luckily for Jim, Huck has his own moral system regarding what does and 
does not constitute theft. In fact, Twain insists through the novel, it is the nation who 
should be held responsible for the institution of slavery and the after-shocks of racism. 
Huck’s ambivalence about Jim’s freedom stems from how he has been “sivilized” to see 
slavery as a proper economic system and Jim as a piece of property. Twain famously referred 
to Huck as a character with a “sound heart and a deformed conscience,” indicating that it is 
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the American populace at large, and the government especially, who bear the blame for 
Huck’s confused priorities.477 Huck himself bemoans that deformed conscience towards the 
end of the novel, after seeing the duke and king tarred and feathered:  
Human beings can be awful cruel to one another…I warn’t feeling so brash as I was 
before, but kind of ornery, and humble, and to blame somehow—though I hadn’t 
done nothing. But that’s always the way: it don’t make no difference whether you do 
right or wrong, a person’s conscience ain’t got no sense, and just goes for him 
anyway…It takes up more room than all the rest of a person’s insides, and yet ain’t no 
good, nohow.478  
 
The repetition of double negatives highlights the paradoxical relationship between 
conscience and justice in nineteenth-century America—just as the Recording Angel’s 
response to Abner Scofield stresses in Letters from the Earth. For the “damned human race,” 
there was no hope for innocence, because of God’s creation of original sin; for the American 
Adam, innocence was just as elusive. The first man may have been born into paradise, but 
the first Americans were immersed in an atmosphere of immorality, the result of centuries of 
slavery—America’s original sin. 
Twain combined a career-long dedication to social progress with a personal interest 
in the innocence of children, as demonstrated not only through his “angelfish” clubs but also 
his portrayal of Adam and Eve in Letters from the Earth.479 From the author’s perspective, the 
first humans were newborns deserted by their parents, and God was a cruel and thoughtless 
creator for abandoning his babies. Like Adam and Eve in Eden, Jim and Huck are, arguably, 
re-born on Jackson’s Island, and that liminal space represents the only hope any individual 
might have for escaping the immoral conditioning of society.480 Twain, in Letters from the 
Earth, emphasizes the impossibility of integrity from the earliest days of mankind. According 
to Satan’s epistolary communications of the Old Testament: 
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God…had warned the man and the woman that they must not eat of the fruit of a 
certain tree. And he added a most strange remark: he said that if they ate of it they 
should surely die. Strange, for the reason that inasmuch as they had never seen a 
sample of death they could not possibly know what he meant…those ignorant 
children…the mere word could have no meaning for them, any more than it would 
have for an infant of days.481  
 
Again and again, Twain’s writing illustrates his belief in the idea that God created all things, 
but also that he could have made them better if he had wanted to. God chose to “put into 
each individual, in differing shades and degrees, all the various Moral Qualities,” good and 
bad, yet he also chose to punish man for obeying qualities inherent to his nature. Satan refers 
to man as a “marvelous curiosity,” and his belief in an “innocent Bible” is part and parcel of 
the problem that God himself created. Satan’s tone combines paternal compassion with 
patriarchal mocking; he derides man’s belief that he is “the Creator’s pet,” while also 
sympathizing with “those ignorant children…the damned human race.”482 With all of the 
narrators in Letters from the Earth, from archangels to the first humans, Twain discerns the 
separation between what God could have created and what he chose to do. Only an all-
powerful Creator can be held responsible for plaguing the earth with diseases and injustice, 
since only He could have prevented their existence.  
Even as Twain believed in the innocence of children, he insisted on the guilt of God. 
In another section of Letters from the Earth—the “Papers of the Adam Family,” he again 
returns to meta-literary self-reference with Eve’s autobiography: 
It will be best to start right and not let the record get confused, for some instinct tells me 
that these details are going to be important to the historian some day. For I feel like an 
experiment, I feel exactly like an experiment; it would be impossible for a person to feel 
more like an experiment than I do, and so I am coming to feel convinced that that is what I 
AM—an experiment; just an experiment, and nothing more.483  
 
Since God is the one who created this human experiment, it would appear that, held to 
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American legal codes, he should be responsible for them. However, he endows mankind 
with desires that conflict with the rules he has set for them, and abandons them from the 
very beginning. From Twain’s perspective, God is the original “deadbeat dad.” Eve 
emphasizes this idea repeatedly in her diaries:  
We were children, and ignorant; ignorant beyond the conception of the present day. 
We knew nothing—nothing whatever. We were starting at the bottom of things—at 
the very beginning; we had to learn the ABC of things. Today the child of four years 
knows things which we were ignorant of at thirty. For we were children without 
nurses and without instructors. There was no one to tell us anything.484 
 
If the reader connects this language to Huck’s resistance to civilization, it becomes clear that 
Twain consistently emphasizes the structural failures of society, and blames systematic 
immorality for the inhumanity of the nation. He often connects the fictional ancient diary to 
the present day, through Eve’s concern with future historians or her need to explain the 
distance between then and now: “Ah, well, in that old simple, ignorant time it never entered 
our heads that we, humble, unknown and inconsequential little people, were cradling, 
nursing and watching over the most conspicuous and stupendous event which would 
happen in the universe for a thousand years—the founding of the human race!”485 With the 
combination of Letters from the Earth and Huck Finn, the author directly links the concept of 
innocence with the Adamic myth of the American wilderness.  
The scholarly question remains:  did Twain fail in the ending of Huck Finn? In order 
to investigate that debate, I have tried to unite it with another query: is Satan presenting a 
distorted view of the author’s perspective, as Clara Clemens asserted, or is Letters from the Earth 
the most honestly atheistic work of Mark Twain’s lifetime? Although most scholars insist 
that Twain’s satire was aimed at individual human failings, his real issue was with the 
systematic immorality that comprised the legal and ethical framework of society. Although a 
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great many critics have debated Twain’s intention in writing Huck Finn, few have discussed 
Huck’s innocence, as seen through the filter of Letters from the Earth—as a minor, he could 
not be held legally responsible for any of his actions, and as a child presumed dead he has 
even less agency. He is an orphan being raised by a civilization that constantly offers him 
conflicting versions of what is right and what is wrong. From Twain’s point of view, just as 
Adam and Eve were not to blame for doing that for which they were designed, Huck cannot 
be held responsible for behaving as he was trained. Twain contends that only children could 
possibly be innocent in a society where all adults are guilty of corruption—if only through 
their complicity with unjust laws. 
There is no such thing as an “innocent” plea or verdict in America. When charged 
with a crime, one has only two options: “guilty” or “not guilty.” In keeping with the 
American legal system that he satirizes, Twain cannot be found innocent, only not guilty of 
the literary crimes with which he has been charged. As an adult, the author knows he is no 
innocent, but his individual guilt should not be extended to his fictional creations. A 
character like Huckleberry Finn must be seen as one in a defiant tradition of wandering 
innocents emphasizing the flaws of civilization, in line with Swift’s Gulliver or Voltaire’s 
Candide. His lack of guilt is even more pronounced because of his youth. Through Huck, 
Twain challenges the popular conception of American innocence—as the nation grows up, it 
must face its ethical responsibilities to all human beings. Huck reconfigures the trope of the 
American Adam even as Twain rewrites the Adamic myth in Letters from the Earth. Just as 
“the damned human race” was destined for moral catastrophe by God himself, so, too was 
Huck Finn shaped by a society that taught him to view people as property and injustice as 
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law. Neither Huck, nor Satan, nor the first humans can be forced to bear responsibility for 
the moral failure of their creators—whether God or government. 
 
Charles Chesnutt’s Country Bumpkin: Uncle Julius McAdoo 
While Twain has long been celebrated for his literary contributions, his fellow satirist Charles 
W. Chesnutt has more often than not been relegated to brief anthology entries. During the 
Gilded Age, however, Howells praised both authors for their keen humor and sharp 
critiques of American society. Each chose to traffic in the trope of the country bumpkin, 
which, like the crackerbox philosopher described by Tandy, presents a particular take on 
Uncle Sam, the unlearned logician:  
Our literary history contains a remarkable series of satirical portraits of the common 
American. Every age, every country has its imaginary representations of the boor, the 
clown, the peasant, and the small bourgeois...In drama they afford comic relief, in 
the novel they furnish atmosphere, local color background for realistic movement or 
picaresque adventure...Behind a certain group of American character types, through 
the veil of American humorous caricatures, I seem to glimpse such a folk-hero, the 
homely American...[who] represents the viewpoint of the man of the people. With 
wise saws and rustic anecdotes and deliberately cruel innuendo he interprets the 
provincial eccentricities of American life and the petty corruptions of American 
political intrigue.486  
 
Twain and Chesnutt selected the country bumpkin as the vehicle for their satire because of 
its deep connection to the American national imagination. In 1901, Charles Waddell 
Chesnutt wrote that imagination—whether the mythos of a country or the fancy of a fiction 
writer—“can only act upon data—one must have in his consciousness the ideas which he 
puts together to form a connected whole.” 487 Before rising to literary prominence as the first 
black author to be published in The Atlantic Monthly, he was born in Cleveland, Ohio, in 
1858. His mixed racial background allowed him a firsthand look at the absurdity of racial 
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ideology, and that data informed his imaginative fiction, which contained a uniquely satirical 
mixture of fact and fancy that challenged the longstanding exceptionalism of American 
innocence. From the first Puritan settlers, to the Revolutionaries, to the post-
Reconstructionists, the nation has acted as a symbolic sort of experiment with democracy. 
After the Civil War, Americans who had previously been on both sides of the Mason-Dixon 
line chose to be nostalgic about the nation’s origin story, and embraced the idea of American 
innocence. In a country obsessed with its own imagined Edenic beginnings, Chesnutt chose 
to challenge the cultural myth of innocence by shattering particular illusions about slavery 
and race relations. As an author, Chesnutt strove to demonstrate to his readers that, in 
reality, there was no shortage of guilt to go around. 
Chesnutt’s goal was to make the audience aware of its own complicity in the twisted 
state of national affairs, and hoped that highlighting every American’s lack of innocence 
would mobilize many into action. Writing in his journal at the age of twenty-one, Chesnutt 
was indeed inspired by not only his own observations but also the emergence of realist 
fiction; he was dedicated to literary writing and social reform in equal measure:  
I shall write for a purpose, a high, holy purpose, and this will inspire me to greater 
effort. The object of my writings would be not so much the elevation of the colored 
people as the elevation of the whites, —for I consider the unjust spirit of caste which 
is so insidious as to pervade a whole nation, and so powerful as to subject a whole 
race and all connected with it to scorn and social ostracism—I consider this a barrier 
to the moral progress of the American people; and I would be one of the first to 
head a determined, organized crusade against it.488 
 
That “determined, organized crusade” against the color line took place at a remarkable time 
in the nation’s development, when Americans were learning to deal with the aftermath of the 
Civil War through the complicated process of Reconstruction. By framing his desire to write 
in the context of contemporary history, Chesnutt followed a long tradition of the satirist’s 
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compulsion to skewer current events. In his 1899 collection of so-called frame stories, The 
Conjure Woman, Chesnutt voices his own discontent through the Swiftian mouthpiece of a 
former slave. As Frank Boyle has argued, “a Swiftian work should leave you exhilarated and 
aghast at the same time. You have…discovered some new shocking depth to your own sense 
of reality.”489 Chesnutt composes his conjure tales in a rough dialect that contrasts sharply 
with the formal education of not only the narrator but also the audience that narrator and his 
wife represent. As Stephen Koch notes, “from the mouths of the ignorant a kind of wisdom 
might flow that was uncluttered with the deformations of learning…[this] satiric voice would 
be the sound of the common man’s wisdom.”490 Through the recently emancipated Uncle 
Julius, Chesnutt offers a distinctively satirical take on the American tradition of utilizing 
innocence as the vehicle of social criticism. 
Chesnutt’s embrace of satire’s habit of caricature and ridicule has roots that reach 
back to ancient Greece and Rome. Ruben Quintero has discussed how satirists are 
compelled to write by the decadence and corruption they see about them. Satirists “write in 
winters of discontent,” Quintero writes, and the genre of satire itself “cannot function 
without a standard against which readers can compare its subject.” Finally, he asks: “How 
could we believe that something is wrong with the world without some idea of what the 
world should be and how it can be righted?”491 Similarly, Koch observes that satire is “always 
a weapon” and the “comedy of outrage,” and he echoes Northrop Frye’s description of 
satire as “irony militant.”492 Chesnutt offers a fresh take on this custom.  By combining his 
lampoon of American society with realism, which has been deemed a particularly national 
form of literary ideology, he depends, like other satirists, on his audience’s common sense 
and shared indignation as well as its grasp of history. Chesnutt’s career illustrates his own 
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devotion to highlighting the social construction of race embedded within America’s 
problematic idea of its own innocence. 
The historical moment in which Chesnutt wrote offered abundant opportunity for 
satire’s moral righteousness and constant insistence on confronting the horrors of the past as 
well as the present. The Conjure Woman especially provides what he thought would be 
“valuable data for the sociologist” of the future, indicating his dedication to shaping the 
historical memory of slavery.493 He refused to allow American readers of his time to 
disregard their guilt. He hoped that his writing would demonstrate to upcoming generations 
that neither slavery nor the failure of Reconstruction could be ignored in their desire to see 
themselves as innocent.  His work in the conjure tales consistently calls for the reader to take 
action—for marginalized people to join forces to turn words into deeds—in order to allow 
American society to move forward from a past and present mired in the so-called Negro 
Problem. Rather than concentrating on improvement within the African American 
community, Chesnutt argues in his fiction and his personal writing that it should focus 
instead on creating social and economic bonds with other marginalized groups, like women 
and poor whites, with an emphasis on revealing their common humanity, and indicting the 
denial of that humanity by the dominant hegemonic structures.  
Although many have positioned Chesnutt’s Uncle Julius as a traditional trickster figure, I 
would like to propose an alternative reading of his early short fiction.494 The trickster is 
famously shrewd, according to both contemporary viewers and Chesnutt himself, but he is 
also traditionally self-serving. Julius provides an innocent exception. Like the common 
trickster, Julius “articulates a whole other, independent, cultural reality and a positive way of 
negotiating multiple cultural systems.” 495 Julius may profit personally from some of his 
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schemes, but his usual motivation is to bolster his family or community. I argue that 
Chesnutt appropriates the tropes of both the trickster and the “loyal slave” not only to 
create more political agency for African American characters. He also seeks to elucidate the 
very real interdependence of Americans of all races, genders, and classes, despite the morally 
and structurally flawed legal, political, and economic system within which they all reside. Past 
scholars have insisted that the conjure stories, because of their absurdity, fail to meet the 
benchmarks of literary realism. I venture the contrary claim that, under the yoke of slavery, 
absurdity and surreality were proxies for reality in the lives black and white Americans 
alike.496  
 Chesnutt deployed his literary wit to attack specific social and political questions 
while using the persona of Uncle Julius, an innocent character who may or may not share the 
view of the author or audience.497 By acknowledging his own shortcomings and encouraging 
his readers to do the same, the author tried to circulate progressive, if satirical, ideas 
throughout the reading public. During a period of abject inequality for black Americans, 
immigrants, women, and the working poor, many turned to literature to cope with the 
present. For instance, the idea of American innocence provided an opportunity for renewed 
nationalism after the rift of the Civil War. Both Northerners and Southerners could agree on 
the country’s exceptional origin story, whether or not America ever really was the Eden it 
purported to be. Chesnutt took up the latter point: rather than lament the loss of American 
innocence after the Civil War, he chose to mock the notion that it ever existed.  
Plantation fiction during Reconstruction and the decades that followed popularly highlighted 
the American desire to look fondly upon the past and see the country as a unique 
experiment. Southerners who were haunted by the loss of the Confederacy after the Civil 
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War constructed the literary category of plantation fiction and, with it, the trope of the loyal 
slave—the “uncle” who adored his master and never imagined any life other than one of 
forced subservience. In effect rewriting history, this literature created false memories of an 
exceptional nation built with the help of willing and faithful servants rather than tragically 
abused slaves. The proliferation of the trustworthy “uncle” figure demonstrates the Southern 
dedication to reshaping American memories about plantation life. The African-American 
response to such characters illustrates the emancipationist opposition to this perspective.  
Chesnutt likewise was horrified by the state of affairs in a promising nation and 
decided to use social satire to illustrate that the optimism inspired by America should not be 
coupled with ignorance about the past. Instead of recognizing Chesnutt as a first-rate satirist, 
however, critics and scholars for over a century have argued about Chesnutt’s political 
purpose and how to classify his conjure fiction. Some contemporary reviews of Chesnutt’s 
stories had mistaken Uncle Julius for just another Uncle Remus, “one more addition to the 
already voluminous literature about the old plantation Negro,” whereas others, like William 
Dean Howells, were early champions of Chesnutt’s stylistic and ideological genius.498 Despite 
Chesnutt’s insistence to his publisher that his first short story collection look as dignified as 
possible, the cover designed by Houghton Mifflin depicts a crude caricature of Uncle Julius 
flanked by two sinister-looking rabbits, seemingly created to market the story to the same 
audience as Harris’ Uncle Remus tales.499 
Rather than accepting Chesnutt’s early short fiction as satire, many nineteenth-
century readers misunderstood it as supporting the very stereotypes the author clearly 
intended to subvert. To explain this disconnect, Gene Jarrett has linked Chesnutt’s choice of 
literary vehicle to William Lhamon’s notion of the “lore cycle,” in that lore need not “weigh 
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and consider all [the] ramifications” of its storytelling immediately, and that it offers a 
version of “self-authenticating truth.”500 Similarly, Eric Sundquist has argued that Chesnutt 
was dedicated to disrupting traditionally white forms of literature in order to highlight the 
connections between whites and blacks in American culture.501 Richard Brodhead also has 
observed that “conjure,” as practiced by the slaves in Chesnutt’s stories, played an important 
role in retaining roots of African culture in the black community.502 Both Sundquist and 
Brodhead agree that Chesnutt employs plantation stereotypes in order to promote a moral 
message while highlighting the social construction of race. In this essay, I extend that claim 
to show how he managed to blur the lines between the real and the surreal with his particular 
brand of satire. 
“Is That Story True?” 
Most scholars of satire have overlooked the nineteenth and early twentieth century in their 
desire to mine the riches of eighteenth-century Europe, and those on American satire have 
largely limited themselves to popular or canonical writers like Mark Twain.503 For a period so 
ripe with American corruption, it is surprising that so little scholarly attention has been 
devoted to satire, which relished calling out corruption.504 After all, satirists were the “first 
utopians,” according to Quintero; they wrote out of not just “personal indignation, but with 
a sense of moral vocation and with a concern for the public interest.”505 One explanation for 
this minimal attention is that satire presents a particular problem for categorization. This 
genre can function as a sub-category for dozens of other genres, and it has no hermetically 
sealed periodization.506 Also, as Michael A. Seidel argues, satire is supposedly “easy” because 
“its subjects are so tantalizingly manifest,” but “difficult because its strategies are so 
deceivingly imitative of what it purports to attack.”  The design of the satirist, ultimately, is 
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“to play it smart.”507  
Chesnutt played it smart. The Conjure Woman’s guise of plantation fiction deceived 
readers into believing that it was imitating, rather than satirizing, racist literature. I want to 
suggest specifically that he toys with masks of innocence. Winking at the idea of American 
exceptionalism, he provides readers with an unreliable narrator offering a frame story, meant 
to highlight the narrator’s supposed sincerity, followed by a tale-within-a-tale narrated by 
another unreliable figure. As the “eiron,” or the latter narrator, Julius pretends to be both 
ignorant and submissive in order to get the best of those around him. Koch has noted that, 
around the turn of the century, the trope of the uncouth American “oaf” was transformed 
from a target of satire to a vehicle or voice for it. “Satire began to speak as a kind of hick 
wisdom,” he writes; “we begin to be edified by a bunch of bumpkin Candides.”508 Like the 
archetypical American “eiron,” Huckleberry Finn, Uncle Julius and his sound heart mock the 
idea that the nation’s conscience was anything but deformed.509  
By challenging the concept of American innocence through both John and Uncle Julius, 
Chesnutt’s satire confronts those who would prefer to forget the cruel absurdity of the 
recent past. It is well known that Chesnutt grappled with racist nostalgia by appropriating the 
trope of the loyal slave and turning him into a trickster figure, inspired by but also a rebuttal 
of Joel Chandler Harris’ Uncle Remus.510 Jarrett has noted that “thinking about the racial 
realism of minstrelsy helps us to understand the marriage, at the turn of the twentieth 
century, of caricature and American literary realism…despite the intuition, then and now, 
suggesting that caricature was incompatible with the ethics, aesthetics and politics of 
American realism.”511 In contrast with Harris, Chesnutt left little room for any interpretation 
of submissive minstrelsy with his creation of the subversive Uncle Julius. His agenda is 
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clearly political, and his writing made it possible for audiences to confront bitterly repressed 
memories of bondage, cruelty and the Civil War itself. Like many of his contemporaries, 
Chesnutt felt both hope for the American experiment and despair at its results. He dreamed 
of a nation united by ideals. He spoke of his faith that Americans would eventually “[hold] 
their citizenship in such high esteem that for another to share it is of itself to entitle him to 
fraternal regard; when men will be esteemed and honored for their character and talents.”512  
It seems the most consistent question surrounding Chesnutt’s writing has to do with 
why he chose to utilize potentially offensive stereotypes about black people, combined with 
troublesome yet popular dialect fiction, in his attempt to promote racial understanding. 
Henry B. Wonham has written that “no writer ultimately learned to command the reductive 
logic of ethnic caricature with more purpose” than Charles W. Chesnutt.513 Wonham draws 
attention to Chesnutt’s earliest publications—sketches written for the nineteenth-century 
satirical periodical Puck, a place where his stories were published alongside overtly racist 
cartoons. The magazine was equally committed to skewering the foibles of all races and 
classes with “relentless insensitivity” that “produced a striking, if inadvertent, egalitarianism.” 
Chesnutt’s relationship with Puck, in combination with his fiction, illustrates his career-long 
commitment to social satire.514  
As further evidence of his ideological commitment to satire, Chesnutt overtly 
intended to portray his characters as realistically as possible while maintaining his 
commitment to moral progress. In so doing, he echoes one of the central tenets of William 
Dean Howells’ Criticism and Fiction, which gives primacy to a realist work of art’s “ethical 
intention.” Howells, one of Chesnutt’s earliest champions, insists that “[n]either arts, nor 
letters, nor sciences, except as they somehow, clearly or obscurely, tend to make the race 
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better and kinder, are to be regarded as serious interests…and they cannot do this except 
from and through the truth.”515 He pleads with the American reading public to shift its 
interest from romances to literature “written in the service of humanity” and imagines a 
future when “the great mass of readers, now sunk in the foolish joys of mere fable, shall be 
lifted to an interest in the meaning of things through the faithful portrayal of life in 
fiction.”516 Howells criticizes the tendency of readers to worship only geniuses and heroes, 
and to idealize the victims of society and “paint them impossibly beautiful and virtuous.” He 
urges readers to consider the characters of realistic fiction “not because they are beautiful 
and virtuous but because they are ugly and vicious, cruel, filthy, and only not altogether 
loathsome because the divine can never wholly die out of the human.”517 As William L. 
Andrews observes in his essay on Chesnutt’s critique of the plantation legend, Chesnutt 
embraces Howellsian realism through his “strategy of promoting the idea of a common 
humanity between blacks and whites,” and offers a “realistic standard of heroism” through 
his characters in the conjure tales.518 When Chesnutt thanked Howells for his essay in The 
Atlantic Monthly praising Chesnutt’s two recent short story collections, he echoed one of 
Howells’ major precepts of realism: “I shall endeavor always to depict life as I have known 
it.”519 Rather than idealizing their characters, Chesnutt’s conjure stories align with the agenda 
of Howellsian realism, as they represent a “faithful form of contemporaneous history.”520  
The purpose of realist literature, from Chesnutt’s perspective, is to break apart and 
reconstruct readers’ means of understanding their own surreal histories, and to call into 
question the absurd fiction that is often presented as reality in historical as well as literary 
texts. In this sense, he is a truly a satirist in the Swiftian tradition. He challenged both the 
ways in which readers had been trained not to see the truth of slavery, and the popular 
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literature that reinforced American racist attitudes and helped to blind audiences to the 
horrific reality of recent history. Chesnutt calls attention to his own characters’ self-
delusions, forcing the audience to think about how they have been deluded by literary and 
historical conventions masquerading as facts. He demands that white and black citizens 
abandon the lies they have told themselves about slavery, and portrays how “the peculiar 
institution” and racism have dehumanized Americans of all races and genders. Realism was 
more an ideological or moral commitment for Chesnutt than an aesthetic philosophy, and 
his devotion to Howells’s aesthetic philosophy emphasizes his position as a world-class 
satirist. His substitution of imaginative narrative truth for the absurd surreality of slavery 
offers his reading public an alternative way to remember the recent past, in contrast with 
popular notions of American innocence and exceptionalism. 
The realism of the conjure tales parodies the daily absurdity that African Americans 
faced during Chesnutt’s time. Chesnutt’s satire continues a long tradition of American 
humor, most often represented by Mark Twain, whom Sacvan Bercovitch declared the 
master of “deadpan humor,” the most American of all forms of comedy. What makes 
Twain’s—and, I argue, Chesnutt’s—humor stand out is both writers’ ability to manipulate 
the three levels of humor described by Bercovitch—innocent, satirical, and sinister—and to 
offer social critique while still donning the Mask of Comedy.521 In keeping with Bercovitch’s 
description of the levels of humor, Glenda Carpio details the “Janus-faced identity” of 
African American humor, which was simultaneously “a fairly nonthreatening form that 
catered to whites’ belief in the inferiority of blacks but that usually masked aggression” and 
“a more assertive and acerbic humor that often targeted racial injustice.” She highlights the 
“tensions that Chesnutt creates between the ironic, comic and tragicomic aspects” of his 
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stories, and points out that the two levels of narration in the conjure tales create “rich levels 
of irony…[that] refer to the power dynamics that inform interpretations of slavery and black 
culture,” noting “the laughter itself suggests that which is arguably beyond representation: 
the torture of bodies and psyches that the enslaved either endured or by which they 
perished.”522  To laugh at the horrific absurdity of reality in post-Reconstruction America 
was, for Chesnutt, to invoke the role of the satirist as an agent of cultural reform.  
In “Sis’ Becky’s Pickanniny,” Chesnutt essentially wonders:  which is more 
ridiculous, the idea that a child was turned into a hummingbird, or that a woman was actually 
traded for a horse? Is it unrealistic, he posits in “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare,” to imagine that if 
a white master were stationed as a slave himself and forced to reckon with the system he put 
into place, he might change his ways? While his style and tone are unique, his work fits the 
definition of realism’s ideological commitments as defined by Howells, while stretching the 
limits of the genre.523 Realism does not exclude satire, nor does absurdity undermine satire’s 
representative possibilities. In their attempts to illustrate the inhumanity of slavery, 
Chesnutt’s tales are overtly satirical in their personal indignation, sense of moral vocation, 
and concern for the public interest. His consistent allegiance with literary and political 
subversion offers evidence of his progressive insistence on the interdependence of 
marginalized groups. Within the conjure tales lies another story, a reconstruction of 
contemporary history, in which Julius and other former slaves are building a community and 
identity that invites the listener to connect. Through the bonds formed between liminal 
figures, Chesnutt demonstrates not only a hope for change but also the necessity for local, 
political and economic action to be taken in order for America to even attempt to solve the 
problem of the color line—the moral progress of the nation depended on it. 
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 Satire’s tradition of combining personal indignation with a social message for the 
author’s contemporaries therefore takes vivid form in Chesnutt’s short fiction. In each of the 
conjure tales, Chesnutt illustrates how slavery has warped Americans’ sense of time and 
history, and how the nation’s humanity has been undermined by the system. “The 
Goophered Grapevine” introduces Chesnutt’s audience to the major characters of these 
stories: a married couple from the North, John and Annie; and Uncle Julius, the former slave 
who lives on what has recently become that couple’s property. Interestingly enough, all 
scholarship on Chesnutt indicates that John and Annie are white people, but their race is 
never explicitly delineated by anything other than subtle social markers of health and wealth 
that suggest upper-class whiteness. This assumption is particularly curious given Chesnutt’s 
essay “What is a White Man?,” in which he explores the vague means by which American 
society defines race.524 The coldly logical John narrates the frame story for each conjure tale, 
beginning the first in the cycle with the mention of Annie’s physical frailty and his own 
desire to cultivate grapes as their reasons for moving to North Carolina. He offers several 
other alternative locations, “sunny France…sleepy Spain…Southern California,” all before 
settling on “one of our own Southern States.”525 In the tradition of American innocence, 
John rationalizes his decision to move from the more progressive North to the more racist 
South by noting that there had been “sufficient time after the war for conditions in the 
South to have become somewhat settled,” and that “labor was cheap, and land could be 
bought for a mere song.”526 Chesnutt implicitly links the political history of the war with 
John’s economic motivations for moving to North Carolina, combining the unreliability of 
both of the author’s narrators, John and Julius, with the problematic nature of recent 
American history. 
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In keeping with Chesnutt’s satirical treatment of realism, John obscures the truth of 
his new Southern context, declaring that he will call his new hometown “Patesville, because, 
for one reason, that is not its name.”527 With this, one of many instances of Chesnutt’s 
characterization of John’s untrustworthy potential, the author links his own subversion of 
the literary tropes of plantation fiction to the narrator’s desire to falsify the specifics of his 
story, and to Julius’ combination of conjure tales and con-artistry for community benefit. 
With a clear parallel to the contemporary state of the nation, John discovers that despite the 
town’s calm atmosphere: “underneath its somnolent exterior the deeper currents of life—
love and hatred, joy and despair, ambition and avarice, faith and friendship—flowed not less 
steadily than in livelier latitudes.”528 The local population represents “all shades of 
complexion,” just like the nation itself, and so offers a microcosm of American culture, with 
its consistent connection between the Northern narrator and the Southern subjects.529 John 
notes that the grape business, “like most Southern industries…had felt the blight of war and 
had fallen into desuetude.”530  He sets out to improve his land with careful cultivation, just as 
Chesnutt aims to ameliorate his audience through the message of his fiction.  
As further illustration of Chesnutt’s dedication to social satire, his narrator firmly 
ignores the cultural context of his endeavor. With the optimism that he will be able to apply 
what he has learned in the North to his new Southern environment, John purchases “a 
plantation of considerable extent, that had formerly belonged to a wealthy man by the name 
of McAdoo.”531 He does not refer to the former owner as a slaveholder, nor does he depict 
Uncle Julius—at first—as a former slave. Instead, John and Annie come across: “A 
venerable-looking colored man… He was not entirely black, and this fact…suggested a 
slight strain of other than negro blood.”532 Like many other Americans, John glosses over the 
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recent history of slavery to avoid admitting any possible complicity in the system. This aligns 
him with the dominant ideological group, leading to the reader’s common assumption of his 
whiteness. However, I believe that Chesnutt deliberately avoids mentioning John or Annie’s 
race in order to satirize the hazy social construction of this category. Julius only identifies 
John as “de Norv’n gemman w’ats gwine ter buy de ole vimya’d,” not as a white man, but 
emphasizes that “you is a stranger ter me, en I is a stranger to you, and we is bofe strangers 
ter one anudder.”533  
The key to eliminating such strangeness in American society lies not only in Julius’ 
storytelling, but also in its reception by his audience, particularly Annie. As in all satire, the 
burden of a common understanding of social ills is shared by both the author and his 
audience—in this case, not only Chesnutt and his readers, but also Julius and Annie. Because 
Annie is a woman, and therefore also a marginalized figure in the nation, she can empathize 
with Julius’ tales of disenfranchised individuals and families torn apart by the slave system. In 
the story of the grapevine, Julius details the relationships of the slaves among the various 
plantations, their communal reliance on the conjure woman, Aunt Peggy, and the master’s 
manipulation of the slaves’ superstitions about magic. At the end of his tale, Annie asks 
Julius “doubtfully, but seriously… ‘Is that story true?’” to which he replies: “It’s des ez true 
ez I’m a-settin’ here, miss.”534 While Annie is able to recognize the truth behind the story—
that the pernicious effects of slavery will continue to be felt by those who participated in its 
system long after it has been legally dismantled—John can only comprehend the story from 
a rational, capitalist perspective. He believes that Julius is solely motivated by a desire to keep 
John from purchasing the land so that Julius can continue to derive “a respectable revenue 
from the product of the neglected grapevines,” and fails to see that hiring Julius as a coach-
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man is hardly “equivalent for anything he lost by the sale of the vineyard.”535 Instead of 
understanding that Julius has lived and worked on this land for decades, and therefore has a 
moral (and, potentially, legal) right to at least some share in the profits of the vineyard, John 
operates under the racist assumption that Julius is better off working for him than cultivating 
his own land and being his own boss. In this story, John represents the typical American, 
blinded by self-interest; whereas Annie embodies a more socially democratic perspective, 
shared by Chesnutt and, he implies, other members of marginalized communities. If they can 
all find a way to work together, Chesnutt suggests, America may begin to build a brighter 
future out of its very dark past. 
 
“The Curious Psychological Spectacle of a Mind Enslaved” 
The interdependence of satire’s author and audience is highlighted by Chesnutt’s attempt to 
have his stories appeal to the empathy of his readership. One of the most popular of 
Chesnutt’s conjure tales, “Po’ Sandy,” deals with a slave who is so sought-after by his 
master’s children that he is forced to constantly move from plantation to plantation in order 
to satisfy their needs. When Sandy cannot bear the relentless separation, his wife, Tenie, 
offers her skill as a former conjure woman to transform her husband into a tree, so that he 
cannot be forced to leave his home.536 Unfortunately, Tenie returns late one day from 
laboring in the fields, only to discover that Sandy has been chopped down and turned into 
lumber. Ultimately, as a result of Julius’ storytelling, Annie decides not to move forward with 
her plans to build a plantation-style kitchen, and instead she gives Julius the old schoolhouse, 
which had been earmarked as lumber for new construction, as a meeting-place for his 
church.  
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Again, John cannot recognize the reality behind the absurdity of the magic in the 
tale, and he reduces Julius’ accounting to economic motivation. In marked contrast, Annie 
abandons her plans to reify “the usual Southern fashion” of the plantation kitchen—
symbolically separating herself and her household from the racist traditions of the region—
and makes a material contribution towards the black community’s attempts at progress.537 
John notes at the outset of “Po’ Sandy” that his wife is “of a very sympathetic turn of mind,” 
a woman “who takes a deep interest in the stories of plantation life which she hears from the 
lips of the older colored people.”538 John sees the tales as either “quaintly humorous” or 
“wildly extravagant, revealing the Oriental cast of the negro’s imagination,” but is at least 
aware that the stories, “poured freely into the sympathetic ear of a Northern-bred woman, 
disclose many a tragic incident of the darker side of slavery.”539 Occasionally, even the 
stubborn John is able to acknowledge the bleak truth of history. After hearing the sad story 
of Sandy and Tenie, Annie exclaims “What a system it was…under which such things were 
possible!”540 Due to her liminal status as a woman in American society, Annie can empathize 
with those who are excluded from participation in forms of essential humanity.  
One of the most emotionally affecting of the conjure tales, “Sis’ Becky’s 
Pickanninny” displays Chesnutt’s particularly biting satire of the inhumanity of the slave 
trade. The story exposes the constant tragedy of family separation caused by slavery, and 
clarifies the connections between those who have no agency in America. In the story, a slave 
named Becky is traded for a racehorse to settle her master’s debt, and she is therefore forced 
to live far away from her child, Mose.  As is often the case in Chesnutt’s conjure tales, the 
females in the story work together to overcome obstacles, as Aunt Peggy repeatedly 
transforms little Mose into a hummingbird or mockingbird so that he might visit Becky. 
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Annie’s thoughtful, didactic response to this tragic story, in contrast with John’s mockery of 
its magical elements, highlights Chesnutt’s dedication to the truth of his satire: 
        “That is a very ingenious fairy tale, Julius,” I said, “and we are much obliged to 
you.” 
        “Why, John!” said my wife severely, “the story bears the stamp of truth, if ever 
a story did.” 
        “Yes,” I replied, “especially the humming-bird episode, and the mocking-bird 
digression, to say nothing of the doings of the hornet and the sparrow.” 
        “Oh, well, I don't care,” she rejoined, with delightful animation; “those are 
mere ornamental details and not at all essential. The story is true to nature, and might 
have happened half a hundred times, and no doubt did happen, in those horrid days 
before the war.”541 
 
This conversation represents perhaps the best illustration of both Chesnutt’s satirical 
combination of realism and surrealism, and his insistence on confronting and discussing the 
inhumanity of slavery.542 John cannot understand the reality behind the story, whereas Annie 
is able to see that the notion of conjure offers an alternative means of impressing “the stamp 
of truth” on antebellum American history. Chesnutt uses his conjure tales to offer an 
alternative, ideological realism, and he wants his readers to know—without a doubt—that 
absurdity and atrocity were the actual, surreal truths of slavery.  
 According to these stories, progress requires a direct confrontation with all 
Americans’ complicity in the inhumanity of slavery. Although antebellum Americans wished 
to see themselves as innocents forging a civilization out of an Edenic wilderness, they rarely 
chose to openly acknowledge the dreadful system by which that civilization was built. 
Chesnutt directly attacks that version of American exceptionalism through the satire within 
his conjure tales. With “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare,” Chesnutt gives Julius a unique role in 
conveying the story’s message, one that highlights his utility as a regional moral historian. In 
the frame narrative, John refers to “old Julius” as “very useful,” and his relationship to the 
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plantation as “a peculiar personal attitude that might be called predial rather than 
proprietary.”543 By describing Julius as “predial” (relating to the land and its products) and 
not “proprietary” (relating to ownership), John reifies the antebellum notion of slaves as 
property, part and parcel of the plantation itself, and so unconsciously connects himself to 
the slaveholding master of the recent past. However, he is acute enough to recognize that his 
own assessment of Julius’ limitations results from the nature of the abhorrent institution of 
slavery itself: 
[Julius] had been accustomed, until long after his middle life, to look upon himself as 
the property of another…he had been unable to break off entirely the mental habits 
of a lifetime, but had attached himself to the old plantation, of which he seemed to 
consider himself an appurtenance. We found him useful in many ways and 
entertaining in others.544 
 
With his wording, Chesnutt suggests that both John and Julius are unable to throw off the 
shackles of past conceptions of race relations, and that both of them must face up to history 
in order to move forward—challenging the notion of innocence that the nation holds dear.  
The audience learns that John is dissatisfied with having hired Julius’ grandson Tom, whom 
John finds “very trifling,” and he is “much annoyed by [Tom’s] laziness, his carelessness, and 
his apparent lack of any sense of responsibility,” declaring to Julius that his grandson is 
“absolutely untrustworthy.”545 The subsequent conjure tale related by Julius concerns a 
plantation owner, Mars Jeems, who worked his slaves brutally, kept them from marrying, 
and whipped them savagely whenever they complained. However, in order to impress a local 
lady he admires, Miss Libbie, Jeems has to change his ways: “Miss Libbie heard ’bout de 
gwines-on at Mars Jeems’s plantation, en des ’lowed she could n’ trust’ herse’f wid no sech a 
man; dat he mought git so useter ’busin’ his niggers that he’d ’mence ter ’buse his wife atter 
he got useter habbin’ her roun’ de house.”546 Through Julius’ storytelling, Chesnutt clearly 
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connects the marginal position of women with the liminal state of the slave; the potential 
wife recognizes Jeems’ cruelty, and realizes that he will treat her the same way he does the 
rest of his property. As Jennifer Mason observes, both Annie and Libbie appreciate that 
“combating her mate’s despotism towards blacks is also a matter of self-protection.”547 Like 
many of Chesnutt’s short stories, this tale links the positive influence of women with the 
improvement of conditions for slaves, as well as those of recently emancipated black people 
such as Julius and Tom. While no American can be innocent of the crimes of slavery, at least 
Annie and her ilk are challenging the status quo. 
Unlike many of the women in nineteenth-century short stories, Chesnutt’s female 
characters have some agency and use their limited power to try to make things right. In 
“Mars Jeems’s Nightmare,” Aunt Peggy, the conjure woman, once again works her magic, 
giving Mars Jeems a “monst’us bad dream,” wherein he wakes up and finds himself a slave 
on his own plantation.548 Unaccustomed to servitude, Jeems is continually beaten and 
starved, and forced to grapple with the inhumane conditions he himself has created. Of 
course, for Chesnutt’s readers, the parallel to American history cannot be ignored. When 
Jeems is transformed back into himself, he improves the lives of his slaves, and as a result 
wins the heart of Miss Libbie. Julius, at the conclusion of the tale, translates its message for 
John: “Dis yer tale goes ter show…dat w’ite folks w’at is so ha’d en stric’, en doan make no 
‘lowance fer po’ ign’ant niggers w’at ain’ had no chanst ter l’arn, is li’ble ter hab bad dreams, 
ter say de leas’, en dat dem w’at is kin’ en good ter po’ people is sho’ter prosper en git ‘long 
in de worl’.”549 John’s inability to accept the reality of slavery’s absurdity echoes in his 
response to Julius: “I am glad…you told us the moral of the story; it might have escaped us 
otherwise. By the way, did you make that up all by yourself?”550 Julius reacts with more 
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sorrow than anger, and informs his boss that his mother told him that story as a child, which 
again connects the tale to Julius’ personal history with slavery. Annie, as usual, understands 
the moral behind the moral of the story, and rehires Julius’ grandson Tom without John’s 
knowledge. By giving Tom a chance to learn to work in the new post-bellum economy, 
Annie demonstrates her commitment to progress and to healing the wounds of slavery in 
whatever way she can.  
Perhaps the most disturbing and definitely the least magical of Chesnutt’s tales, 
“Dave’s Neckliss” was originally published separately from the other stories in The Conjure 
Woman, but it provides one of the most movingly realistic tragedies Chesnutt created. With 
this story, Chesnutt need not employ magic in order to emphasize the surreality of slavery’s 
inhumanity—the satire lies within the honest portrayal of the injustice associated with a 
system built upon absurdity. In the tale, Dave is a “good slave,” one who fits the trope 
designed by white supremacist authors of plantation fiction to highlight the benefits of 
slavery. He is loyal, honest and trustworthy, but he is accused by a shiftless fellow slave of 
stealing, and is subsequently forced to wear a ham on a chain around his neck as 
punishment— a penalty rooted in what Chesnutt had learned about the real slave past.551 
Although he is eventually exonerated, Dave slowly goes insane and continues to wear a 
symbolic burden long after the ham and chain have been removed. At the end of the tale, he 
believes he is a ham, and ultimately hangs himself in his shed in an attempt to smoke his 
body like the piece of meat he believes himself to be. The final scene unmistakably recalls a 
lynching, and the overall story shows the surreal transformations that can take place, without 
the help of conjure, when inhumanity and absurdity are the laws of the land. The frame story 
for “Dave’s Neckliss” also contains some of John’s most provocative comments on the 
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historical memory of slavery: 
His way of looking at the past seemed very strange to us …While he mentioned with 
a warm appreciation the acts of kindness which those in authority had shown to him 
and his people, he would speak of a cruel deed…with a furtive disapproval which 
suggested to us a doubt in his own mind as to whether he had a right to think or feel, 
and presented to us the curious psychological spectacle of a mind enslaved long after the 
shackles had been struck off from the limbs of its possessor. (my italics)552 
 
With John’s musings on Julius, Chesnutt offers his largely white readership a sympathetic 
way of understanding the difficulties faced by the black community in the post-bellum era.553 
In so doing, he demonstrates the satirist’s reliance on a common understanding with his 
audience, as well as a Swiftian assumption of their awareness of recent history.  
Chesnutt also satirizes John’s rationality and desire to explain away some of the harm 
done by slavery through scientific language, but in this case, the narrator speaks from a place 
of empathy he had not really reached in any of the other conjure tales. Through John, 
Chesnutt demonstrates how the powerful can learn from the marginal, and offers a vision of 
the possibility of moral and political progress in the United States. Prior to the story-within-
the-story, John wonders about the long-term effects of slavery on Julius and his people: 
Whether the sacred name of liberty ever set his soul aglow with a generous fire; 
whether he had ore than the most elementary ideas of love, friendship, patriotism, 
religion—things which are half, and the better half, of life to us; whether he even 
realized…his own degradation, I do not know. I fear not; and if not, then centuries 
of repression had borne their legitimate fruit.554 
 
That Chesnutt follows this rare moment of John’s compassion with a particularly gruesome 
tale highlights his commitment to both the ironic disruption of American ideas about race 
and innocence, and to literary confrontation with those who would like to remember slavery 
with nostalgia. In his conjure stories, Chesnutt derides not only those who would prefer to 
forget the horrors of the past, but also those who willfully distort the truth of history. If 
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even the indifferent John, a stubbornly rational capitalist who believes Julius to be a self-
serving trickster figure, can see past the former slave’s tales of magic and surreality to 
understand how they came to be, perhaps there is some hope for Chesnutt’s goal of 
elevating all races to the level of humanity.  
Through his early short fiction, Chesnutt has demonstrated not only his position as a 
master satirist, but also his devotion to deconstructing the mythos of American innocence. 
In a story published posthumously, the author allows John another ironic comment on 
American history. John refers to Julius’ tale of slavery as “a story of things possible only in 
an era which, happily, has passed from our history, as, in God’s own time—and may it be 
soon!—it will from all the earth.”555 Through his unreliable narrator’s direct address to his 
audience, Chesnutt offers his prayer for the future, when the atrocities of color prejudice 
take neither the form of slavery nor of segregation, when men and women of all colors can 
enjoy the privileges of American citizenship and democracy. Continuing an ancient tradition 
of satire’s compulsion to highlight the immorality and inequity in a supposedly exceptional 
society, he observes the common condition of those who have been abused by the 
hegemonic structures of the nation. As he observed in 1901, an author’s imagination can 
only work upon the data his is given by reality. Chesnutt goes beyond the satirist’s obligation 
to merely point out the guilt of society, through constructing a vision of how some of those 
wrongs might be righted—by forging bonds between liminal groups and allowing all to 
participate. Only when the past has been confronted realistically, in all its absurdity, can the 
nation begin to make any moral progress.  
Mark Twain and Charles Chesnutt both perfectly fit the mold of the satiractivist of 
the Confident Years: the skeptical idealist. They chose to challenge the mythos of American 
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innocence through the classic national trope of the country bumpkin, in order to explore the 
absurdity of the performative ignorance required to believe in the prevailing national 
imagination. They used the data they were given by recent history to create their satirical 
portraits of the American South, and to explode the idea that anyone could pretend to avoid 
guilt in the Gilded Age. By presenting their readers with the innocence of their characters, 
they critiqued the ideal of the American Adam and asked their audiences to see themselves 
in the Swiftian mirror. Through laughter, they hoped to find common ground; through 
reflection, they hoped to make common progress. 
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449 The phrase “cultural work” originates with Jane Tompkins’ Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of 
American Fiction, 1790-1860 (1986), where she argues that stereotypes, even racialized caricatures, can 
be useful to audience comprehension and help to disseminate a powerful moral message, as in Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin (1852), where “stereotyped characters are essential to a popularly successful narrative,” as 
Jim was to Huck Finn (xvi). The “evasion sequence” is debated in great detail by many scholars; for 
more on that critical controversy, see Satire or Evasion? Black Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn (1992) 
 
450 Ishmael Reed, in his essay “Mark Twain’s Hairball” in A New Literary History of America (2009), 
asserts that despite Huck’s ambivalence towards Jim, “in our century [Huck] would be a Nation-
magazine progressive” (382). His statement is particularly illuminating given that the left-wing 
periodical The Nation emerged from famed abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator; Reed 
thereby directly links Huck’s intentions in the novel to the work of those who took action to end 
slavery in America and those who continue to agitate to challenge American ideas of innocence 
today. For more on Morrison and Ellison, see Satire or Evasion? 
 
451 For more on this form of satirical narration, see Richard H. Passon, “Twain and Eighteenth-
century Satire: The Ingenu Narrator in ‘Huckleberry Finn.’” Mark Twain Journal Vol. 21.4 (Fall 1983): 
33-36.  
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452 Harold H. Kolb, Jr. “Mere Humor and Mortal Humor: The Example of Mark Twain,” in American 
Literary Realism Vol. 19. 1 (Fall 1986): 52-64. Kolb claims: “humorous writing in nineteenth-century 
America, like sex, was privately enjoyed by many people but publicly defended by few.” He cites 
Twain’s reference to humor as being of a “low order” as evidence that the author was ashamed of his 
inability to write more serious literature. However, his argument has recently been discredited by a 
great deal of biographical investigation into Twain’s later years and papers. 
 
453Joe B. Fulton, The Reverend Mark Twain: Theological Burlesque, Form and Content. Columbus: The Ohio 
State University Press, 2006. Fulton attempts to discredit Tompkins’ Sensational Designs, with limited 
success, but his examination of the inverse proportion between society’s reverence for a subject and 
Twain’s burlesque of it provides a great deal of thoughtful insight on Twain’s theological form and 
content.  
 
454Howard Mumford Jones, “The Other Face of the Humorist.” The New York Times, 23 September 
1962. Web. Although Jones’ review provides some fascinating arguments, I claim that Letters 
demonstrates not Twain’s “contempt of values of human race” but his contempt for the Creator that 
made both the humans and their values” (303). However, I agree with Jones that to modern readers, 
the satire of Letters is “likely to seem naïve” but the book is “not essentially damaged by the decline 
of belief in Protestant heaven,” although “Bible Christians will necessarily find the book utterly 
blasphemous” (303). 
 
455 In the introduction to Letters from the Earth, Henry Nash Smith outlines the obstacles to the 
publication of the text, and thanks Bernard DeVoto’s family for the permission to use the deceased 
editor’s notes. More than fifty years after its creation and over thirty years after the manuscript was 
prepared for publication, Clara Clemens finally withdrew her objections and allowed Smith to publish 
the text in 1962. However, Shelden claims that Clara feared that readers would connect Twain’s 
attitudes about sexuality and adultery to her own affairs, and used religious persecution as an excuse 
to keep her privacy.  
 
456 Roger D. Lund, “Philosophic Drollery in Letters from the Earth.” The Mark Twain Annual No. 4 
(2006): 105-126. Twain’s letter to his friend, quoted in Lund’s article, shows the author’s awareness 
of the impracticality of his composition, since he assumed the text would never see the light of day. 
However, despite the potential for controversy and assured lack of profit, Twain worked on Letters 
from the Earth up until the final days of his life, demonstrating the satirist’s commitment to social 
progress.  
 
457 In Heretical Fictions, Berkove and Csilia describe Twain’s “resentful counter-theology: “in the area 
of private religious beliefs he was surprisingly consistent…Twain preached all his life in his literature 
a distinct departure from a conventional Christian message: that because of God’s malice life is 
deceitful and humans are not meant to achieve in it their dearest goals of freedom, happiness and 
fulfillment” (1-2). Their thesis directly supports my position that Letters from the Earth provides a new 
metric of understanding the moral message of Huck Finn. For more on Twain’s counter-theology, see 
Berkove and Csilia. 
 
458 For more on Twain’s religious perspective, see Berkove & Csilia and Fulton. 
 
459 Lund, 3. 
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460 Lund, 18.  
 
461 Lund, 22. 
 
462 Stacey Margolis establishes Twain’s intent to create a linguistic framework of legal obligation in 
the novel, and his commitment to social satire and public accountability. Margolis cites from Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr.’s The Common Law (1881), where Holmes suggests: “individuals are always acting 
under a general obligation to the public” (Margolis 336). In extending the law of negligence to the 
national level, Twain “not only makes his strongest case against racism” but attempts to “imagine 
accountability even in the absence of malice” (Margolis 331). While I agree with Margolis, I believe 
her claim can be extended to support my argument—that Huck represents a revision of the 
American Adam and therefore a challenge to national ideals of innocence. 
 
463 With the article “Say It, Jim,” Laurel Bollinger extends the logic of obligation to the ethical 
standards of care in contrast with abstractions of justice, agreeing with Margolis about Twain’s 
intention but offering a revised interpretation of the notorious “evasion sequence.” In keeping with 
my claim and that of Margolis, Bollinger argues: “The failure of Reconstruction suggests how fully 
Americans had bought into the assumption that moral gestures were enough; that declaring an end to 
slavery really was sufficient. It wasn’t, any more than Jim’s freedom is a sufficient conclusion for the 
novel… Huck’s moral vision produces a narrative not a solution” (46). Although I find her argument 
to be very sound, I believe it was Twain’s intention to demonstrate the audience’s, and thereby 
society’s responsibility for its own acceptance of immoral legislation. By the same token, Kevin 
Michael Scott concurs with both Bollinger and Margolis in his focus on the country’s negligence, and 
he insists that Twain portrays how moral abstractions are not sufficient to satisfy the needs of those 
most affected by slavery. 
 
464 In “What’s Funny about Huckleberry Finn” (1999) Sacvan Bercovitch penetrates the three levels 
of humor employed by Twain through Huck; he also explores the state of the nation as an ideal place 
for tricksters to thrive. Bercovitch connects his study to Henry B. Wonham’s observations regarding 
Twain’s use of racial caricature in Huck Finn. Similarly, in The Confidence Man in American Literature 
(1982), Gary Lindberg ties Huck to a long tradition of con-man heroes in the American canon. For 
more on humor and the confidence man, see Bercovitch, Wonham and Lindberg. 
 
465 Twain, Huck 240.   
 
466 Holmes, 145.  
 
467 For more on blasphemy laws in the United States, see Freedman and Stein. 
 
468 Twain, Letters, 14.  
 
469 Twain, Letters, 117-118. 
 
470 Twain, Letters, 117. 
 
471 Twain, Letters, 117. 
 
472 Twain, Letters, 119. 
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473 Twain, Letters, 121. 
 
474Twain, Letters, 122. 
 
475 Twain, Letters, 122. 
 
476 Twain, Huck, 197, 218. 
 
477 Twain, Huck, 200. 
 
478Twain, Huck, 239-240. 
 
479 Twain advocated for the education and protection of young girls with his “angelfish” 
organization, which emphasized the innocence of youth. For more on the angelfish, see Shelden. 
 
480 For more on Huck and Jim’s rebirth on Jackson’s Island, see Cooley’s Norton Critical edition of 
Huck Finn. 
 
481Twain, Letters, 16. 
 
482 Twain, Letters, 6-7, 15-17, 211. 
 
483 Twain, Letters, 76. 
 
484 Twain, Letters, 78. 
 
485 Twain, Letters, 89-90. 
 
486 Tandy, 1. 
 
487 Charles W. Chesnutt, “Superstitions and Folk-lore of the South,” in The Conjure Stories: A Norton 
Critical Edition, edited by Robert B. Stepto and Jennifer Rae Greeson. (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2012): 199-205. 
 
488 Charles W. Chesnutt, “From His Journal, Spring 1880,” in The Conjure Stories: A Norton Critical 
Edition, edited by Robert B. Stepto and Jennifer Rae Greeson, (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2012): 166-168. 
 
489 According to Frank Boyle, the term “Swiftian” indicates writing that exhibits not only “surpassing 
satiric achievement,” but also “a greater substance…a graver sort of humor, comic levity mixed up 
with, if not giving way to, both weight and darkness.” From “Jonathan Swift,” in A Companion to 
Satire: Ancient and Modern, edited by Ruben Quintero, (Cambridge: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011): 196-211.   
 
490 Stephen Koch, “Introduction,” in American Satire: An Anthology of Writings from Colonial Times to the 
Present, edited by Nicholas Bakalar, (New York: Columbia University, 1997): xiii-xix. 
 
491 Ruben Quintero, “Introduction: Understanding Satire,” in A Companion to Satire: Ancient and 
Modern, edited by Ruben Quintero, (Cambridge: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011): 1-12. 
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492 Koch, American Satire, xiii & xvi. 
 
493 Chesnutt, “Superstitions,” 199.  
 
494 Both Werner Sollors and Richard Brodhead have discussed Chesnutt’s use of the trickster figure, 
but this paper positions Uncle Julius as a distinctly satirical vehicle, aimed at exposing the hypocrisy 
behind the ideals of American innocence and exceptionalism. For more on Sollors and Brodhead, see 
The Conjure Stories. 
 
495 Elizabeth Ammons, “Introduction,” in Tricksterism in Turn-of-the-Century American Literature: A 
Multicultural Perspective. Ed. Elizabeth Ammons and Annette White-Parks, (Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1994): vii-xiii.  For more on Chesnutt’s disruption of the trickster tradition, see 
Farwell. 
 
496 According to Christopher Herr, absurdity represents one of the most “dark, ironic forms of 
expression,” a form that illustrates the writer’s disillusionment with the horrors of reality. The “black 
humor” of absurdity tackles the “bleak existential truth” of the material. Like absurdity, surrealism 
explores the unconscious and represents a subset of the grotesque that demonstrates the public’s fear 
of the truth contained within the caricature, the possibility of man’s true monstrosity. The 
metamorphoses common to surrealism (as well as Chesnutt’s work) play on the common anxiety that 
man’s moral condition is far more similar to that of the beast than most would wish to admit. From 
“Satire in Modern and Contemporary Theater,” in A Companion to Satire: Ancient and Modern, 
(Cambridge: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011): 460-475. 
 
497 For more on the tradition of the persona, see Robert C. Elliot, The Literary Persona (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1985). For more on Twain’s use of the satiric device, see Don Florence, 
Persona and Humor in Mark Twain’s Early Writings (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1995). 
 
498 From the New York Times review of The Conjure Woman, published 15 April 1899, published in The 
Conjure Stories: A Norton Critical Edition, 231. 
 
499  
 
500 Gene Andrew Jarrett, Deans and Truants: Race and Realism in African American Literature, 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007): 8. 
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501 Sundquist calls Chesnutt’s writing a version of the “cakewalk” dance performed by slaves (and, of 
course, by whites in blackface at minstrel shows): simultaneous mimicry of the dominant power’s 
style and a demonstration of the artistry of the liminal community. For more on the “cakewalk” 
subversion, see To Wake the Nations. 
 
502 According to Brodhead, “Storytelling as The Conjure Woman presents it… is not a mere pastime but 
the means by which a sense of the world is stored and transmitted.” Chesnutt’s use of magic, 
therefore, demonstrates how the slaves managed to keep their history alive despite their oppression. 
Brodhead claims that this insistence on conjure illustrates the slave community’s resistance to defeat, 
and that Chesnutt’s conjure tales represent scene of contested history, an attempt at subverting the 
authority of the dominant class by bringing marginalized people together.  
 
503 In the only extant anthology on the subject, editor Nicholas Bakalar’s American Satire, there is 
almost no discussion of satire during the Gilded Age—the text jumps from the romantics to the 
modernists without any consideration of the satirical import of realism and naturalism—with Twain, 
of course, as the sole exception.   
 
504 One notable scholarly exception is Elizabeth Breu’s excellent “Identifying Satire: Our Nig” from 
Callaloo (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, Vol. 16., No. 2, Spring 1993). 
 
505 Quintero, 3. 
 
506 Quintero, 1-6. 
 
507 Seidel, 10. 
 
508 Koch, xvii. 
 
509 Mark Twain famously declared Huck Finn an example of a “sound heart” and a “deformed 
conscience,” with that conscience having been warped by the absurdity of his contemporary cultural 
context. For more, see Thomas Cooley, editor, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Norton Critical Edition 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1999). 
 
510 Joel Chandler Harris’ Uncle Remus: His Songs and His Sayings—the Folk-lore of the Old Plantation (1881) 
and Nights With Uncle Remus (1883) provides perhaps the best illustration of this genre, but a vast field 
of plantation fiction sprang up in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War. For more on plantation 
fiction and its subversion by other black authors, see Sundquist, To Wake the Nations. 
 
511 Jarrett, Deans and Truants, 36. 
 
512 Charles W. Chesnutt, “From His Journal, Spring 1880,” in The Conjure Stories: A Norton Critical 
Edition, edited by Robert B. Stepto and Jennifer Rae Greeson, (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2012): 169. 
 
513 Henry B. Wonham, Playing the Races: Ethnic Caricature and American Literary Realism, (New York:  
Oxford University Press, 2003): 154. For another investigation into Chesnutt’s use of dialect fiction, 
see Strange Talk by Gavin Jones.  
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514 Wonham, 152. For more on Chesnutt’s combination of satire and realism, see Michael A. Elliott, 
The Culture Concept. 
 
515 Howells, Criticism and Fiction, 274. 
 
516 Howells, Criticism and Fiction, 272-273. 
 
517 Howells, Criticism and Fiction, 273. 
 
518 William L. Andrews, “A Critique of the Plantation Legend,” in The Conjure Stories: A Norton Critical 
Edition, edited by Robert B. Stepto and Jennifer Rae Greeson (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2012): 263-4. 
 
519 Chesnutt, Letters, 238. 
 
520 Howells, Criticism and Fiction, 273. 
 
521 Sacvan Bercovitch, “What’s Funny About ‘Huckleberry Finn’” in New England Review (Vol. 20, No. 
1, Winter 1999). 
 
522 Glenda R. Carpio, Laughing Fit to Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008). 5, 36-7 
 
523 For more on Howells’ definition of realism’s ideology, see Criticism and Fiction. 
 
524Glenda Carpio points out that the conjure tales are grounded in the lore cycle of John and Master, 
a series of folk tales, again linking the character “John” to a non-white origin. In Chesnutt’s journals, 
there is only one mention of a character named “John,” who is an octoroon who falls in love with a 
white woman (referred to only as “Miss –”). Frances Richardson Keller connects Annie to Susan, 
Chesnutt’s wife, in their common need for the healthy climate of the South. In his letters Chesnutt 
makes no mention of his conception of John’s race; however, editor Joseph McElrath refers to John 
as “Caucasian,” following the example of Keller, who calls also John a “white northerner.” It seems 
that these biographers’ interpretations have been taken as fact.  
 
525 Charles W. Chesnutt, The Conjure Stories: A Norton Critical Edition, Edited by Robert B. Stepto and 
Jennifer Rae Greeson, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2012): 3. 
 
526 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 3. 
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532 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 5. 
 
533 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 6. 
  
534 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 13. 
 
535 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 13, 14. 
 
536 The seemingly simple style of the story, like that of a folk tale, masks its roots in the classical 
tradition, particularly Ovid’s transformation of Daphne into a laurel. For more on the connection 
with Ovid, see Conjure Stories, 178-81. 
 
537 Chesnutt, Conjure Stories, 14. 
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542 While realism as a literary project is best defined by Howells in Criticism and Fiction, “surrealism” 
was later established as an artistic movement with André Breton’s 1924 “Manifesto of Surrealism.” 
Although Chesnutt’s work pre-dates Breton’s Manifesto, the conjure tales bear many of the 
hallmarks of modern surrealism, including the importance of dreams and the presence of absurdist 
humor. 
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